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The People's Car 



Prologue 

"Some Shapes Are Hard to Improve On" 


“This model will open up the automobile to millions of new 
customers on low incomes,” Adolf Hitler predicted in February 
1938 as he presented the prototype of a small, inexpensive family 
vehicle amid much fanfare at the Berlin Auto Show. Commis¬ 
sioned by the fiihrer and designed by Ferdinand Porsche, the 
bug-shaped car unveiled on the eve of World War II was indeed 
to become the “people’s car”—or Volkswagen —that fulfilled the 
dream of private auto ownership for millions. Yet it ultimately 
did so under circumstances Hitler never anticipated. Since the 
Third Reich never produced the vehicle, it was only after Na¬ 
tional Socialism’s downfall that Porsche’s brainchild turned into 
the global hit that everyone now knows as the “Beetle.” In the 
postwar period, the Beetle not only played a prominent role in 
taking Western Europe into the age of mass motorization but 
also triumphed in the United States, where it became the leading 
small car. By the late sixties, both those living in suburban afflu¬ 
ence and members of the counterculture rebelling against subur¬ 
bia as the epitome of conformity drove Volkswagens en masse. 
Between 1938 and 1968, the Beetle—and only the Beetle— 
exerted a profound appeal among customers across the political 
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spectrum from the extreme Right to the Left. In Latin America, 
meanwhile, the Volkswagen dominated the roads first in Brazil 
and subsequently in Mexico as late as the 1990s. When the cur¬ 
tain eventually fell on Mexican production in 2003, more than 
twenty-one million Beetles had rolled off assembly lines across 
the world. The Beetle’s charm, however, by no means ceased 
with the end of manufacture. Hundreds of thousands of people 
come together all over Europe and the United States each year to 
display, admire, and drive lovingly restored old Volkswagens. 
Since 1998, admiration for the original VW has also fueled sales 
of the New Beetle, the first of a growing number of revival cars 
inspired by automotive nostalgia. As millions across the world 
bought and drove the old Beetle, it turned into far more than a 
machine for enhancing individual mobility. Like Coca-Cola, it is 
a global icon. 1 

On a global journey with many twists and turns, the Beetle 
became a commercial success that rightfully claims a prominent 
place among the renowned automobiles of the twentieth century. 
Ferdinand Porsche’s small creation developed into the first auto¬ 
mobile to outsell the legendary Model T that Ford had produced 
between 1908 and 1927. Numerous similarities and connections 
exist between these two famous automobiles. 2 In mechanical 
terms, the Model T and the Volkswagen were robust automo¬ 
biles that many owners found reliable as well as easy to main¬ 
tain. In their respective heydays, the Model T and the Beetle 
became objects of profound affection that expressed itself in 
countless loving nicknames. Their appeal lay partly in their com¬ 
paratively low purchase price, which brought individual car 
ownership within the reach of broad sections of society. Meth¬ 
ods of standardized mass production put Ford and Volkswagen 
in a position to cut costs, thereby transforming cars from luxury 
items into everyday commodities. As the first affordable quality 
vehicles available to Americans and Germans respectively, both 
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automobiles developed a tremendous popular appeal that estab¬ 
lished them firmly within the pantheon of national icons in their 
homelands. 

Henry Ford’s success in the United States between the 1900s 
and the 1920s attracted interest and envy on the other side of 
the Atlantic. When the British, French, and German publics be¬ 
gan to discuss plans for a “people’s car” in the interwar period, 
they strove to replicate Ford’s accomplishments under European 
conditions. The German translation of My Life and Work, a 
work that outlines the principles behind Henry Ford’s factory in 
Highland Park, Michigan, turned into a best seller in Weimar 
Germany. Among its avid readers was no other than Adolf Hit¬ 
ler. A long-standing admirer of Henry Ford, Hitler initiated the 
drive for a “people’s car” in National Socialist Germany. With¬ 
out the dictator’s staunch support and approval, the design Fer¬ 
dinand Porsche developed between 1934 and 1938 would have 
been unthinkable. And when Ferdinand Porsche explored plans 
for an automobile factory suitable for the mass production of his 
prototype, he traveled to Detroit, where, among other car plants, 
he visited Ford’s factory at River Rouge. 3 

However, a comparison between Volkswagen and Ford also 
reveals significant differences. Most important, the commercial 
success of Ford’s Model T was primarily an American phenom¬ 
enon. To be sure, Ford expanded into a global concern during 
the Model T’s prime between the 1900s and 1920s, but com¬ 
pared to the mass market for automobiles in the United States, 
sales abroad paled because of the marked economic gap between 
America and the rest of the world after World War I. By contrast, 
the Beetle developed into an international best seller once it went 
into production after 1945, transcending its origins in the Third 
Reich and winning customers beyond West Germany. The Volks¬ 
wagen enjoyed an exceptionally long production run, attracting 
drivers between the end of World War II and the turn of the 
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millennium. The Beetle became the first automotive classic to 
inspire a retro vehicle. While the Model T stands out as a na¬ 
tional product that gave rise to a global myth, the Volkswagen 
developed into a global commodity whose international appeal 
derived from numerous cultural permutations throughout its 
long life. 

Its origins in the Third Reich, its ascent to icon of the Federal 
Republic, its appeal in very different environments across the 
globe, and its persistent market presence gave the Volkswagen 
Beetle an extraordinarily complex history. The Volkswagen’s 
technical virtues hold important clues for the vehicle’s success. 
Ferdinand Porsche’s design from the thirties provided the mate¬ 
rial foundations for a vehicle that attracted millions of custom¬ 
ers in search of a durable, economical car with first-rate driving 
characteristics. When mass production began after World War II, 
engineers at Volkswagen’s corporate headquarters in Wolfsburg 
built on the vehicle’s main design traits, but persistently modified 
it to remedy shortcomings and adapt it to changing market con¬ 
ditions. The Beetle thus provides a striking reminder that, long 
after their initial invention, products retain their attractiveness 
as a result of unspectacular technical adjustments. At the same 
time, the management at VW displayed an acute awareness that 
the best technical design meets with commercial success only if 
manufactured to a high standard. The vehicle’s distinctive tech¬ 
nical features, sustained product development, and the produc¬ 
tion methods championed at Volkswagen jointly played decisive 
roles in attracting countless customers in search of a good buy. 4 

Nonetheless, the Beetle’s aura transcends functionality. In a 
world full of practical everyday goods, only few commodities 
inspired the affection surrounding the VW. Its “Beetle” nick¬ 
name holds an important clue for the love this vehicle has com¬ 
manded over the decades. One of the VW’s most striking char- 
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acteristics is its shape, composed of a rounded front section, an 
almost vertical windshield, and a gently sloping roof that falls 
off in a steep curve at the back. From the outset, observers com¬ 
mented on the vehicle’s bug-like, rotund silhouette, which, in a 
world of angular automobiles, lent it a unique, instantly recog¬ 
nizable appearance. Similar to the Coke bottle, the Volkswagen’s 
body ranks highly among the twentieth century’s classic designs. 
“Some shapes are hard to improve on,” declared the tagline of 
a 1963 VW ad that featured the photograph of an egg adorned 
with the drawing of a Beetle, thereby asserting that the car’s 
contours amounted to a classic form on a par with a timeless 
symbol of fecundity. Millions of drivers considered the small 
German automobile not only a good bargain but a “good 
egg,” drawn to it not least by its distinctive, wholesome, and 
friendly air. 

Social and cultural observers have long been puzzled by cars’ 
intangible qualities. Writing of the sleek and luxurious Citroen DS 
that made its market debut in the mid-1950s, Roland Barthes 
famously went so far as to elevate cars to “almost the exact 
equivalent of the great Gothic cathedrals” of the Middle Ages. 
He found that contemporary society admired the automobile as 
“the supreme creation” of its day, treating it “as a purely magical 
object.” While no one has ever compared the Beetle to ecclesias¬ 
tical architecture, Barthes’s reading of vehicles as magical arti¬ 
facts fits into an analytical tradition of commodity culture that 
reaches back to the nineteenth century. 5 

In a classic passage in Das Kapital, Karl Marx wrote that a 
commodity—another term for “exchangeable good”—may “ap¬ 
pear at first. . . very trivial,” but on closer inspection emerges as 
“a very queer thing.” Marx was particularly struck by the fact 
that prices of many commodities “have absolutely no connection 
with their physical properties.” Rather than possessing an intrinsic 
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worth, they gain their value in complex social processes that, in 
turn, establish myriad social relations. By directing the focus of 
attention beyond a commodity’s material properties, Marx has 
encouraged analyses to disentangle the social processes deter¬ 
mining why societies hold certain goods in high regard while 
denigrating others. Despite their apparent triviality, he found 
many commodities full of “metaphysical subtleties and theologi¬ 
cal niceties.” Baffled by their complexity, Marx took refuge in a 
metaphor and referred to them as “fetishes.” Similar to objects 
that many societies and individuals credit with supernatural 
powers, commodities “appear as independent beings endowed 
with life” once they enter “into relation with one another and the 
human race,” he stated. In other words, rather than regarded as 
dead objects, commodities need to be understood as possessing 
and leading lives of their own. 6 

Marx laid his finger upon a crucial phenomenon. By likening 
commodities to fetishes, he drew attention to the intriguing ener¬ 
gies that can lodge in retail goods. As they circulate within and 
between societies, commodities gain social lives and develop dy¬ 
namics of their own. Societies create material universes in which 
commodities can become “active agents” as a result of their 
“communicative, performative, emotive, and expressive capaci¬ 
ties,” as one scholar has remarked. Material objects often ac¬ 
quire profound personal and collective significance because they 
make the “abstract.. . concrete, closer to lived experience.” 
Much in the way that mechanical clocks and watches have long 
embodied specific concepts of “time,” automobiles can be seen 
as physical manifestations of abstract notions ranging from, 
among others, “speed” and “freedom” to “unconventionality” 
and “wealth.” Undoubtedly counting among the most standard¬ 
ized commodities mass production brought into existence, nu¬ 
merous VWs nonetheless were revered as deeply personal trea- 
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sures, which owners lovingly washed and waxed, polished and 
painted. As much as proprietorship itself, the act of driving pro¬ 
vided manifold bonding experiences that tied owners to their 
cars, leading them to venerate their vehicles as objects that they 
valued for far more than taking them from point A to point B— 
if only because teenagers and other romantics had a lot of fun in 
their automobiles when parked somewhere between A and B. 7 

The Volkswagen’s stunning commercial triumph arrived only 
after an unusually long prehistory. While initial German calls for 
an affordable car appeared as early as the Weimar Republic, the 
vehicle the Third Reich had designed to advance mass motoriza¬ 
tion went into production only after World War II. The car’s 
protracted period of origin not only highlights the longevity of 
the dreams that stood behind a reasonably priced vehicle. Given 
its prewar origins and postwar success, the Volkswagen strad¬ 
dles the deep chasms that run through recent German history. 
Although potential critics and competitors could draw on a rich 
arsenal to stigmatize this automobile on historical grounds, the 
Beetle transcended its unsavory origins with remarkable ease in 
Germany and beyond. During its global journey, the Beetle was 
suspended in a web of memory woven out of public tales related 
by managers and politicians as well as private accounts recalling 
events as diverse as gaining one’s driver’s license, a family’s first 
holiday, and youthful adventures. Upbeat stories of the Beetle’s 
public and private past, however, could prove effective only if 
certain aspects of its history remained out of sight. At home and 
abroad, the interplay of memory and amnesia underpinned the 
Beetle’s progress. 

The first Volkswagen’s international popularity draws atten¬ 
tion to prominent trends in globalization. Irrespective of polem¬ 
ics against the “Coca-Colonization” and “McDonaldization” of 
the world, the spread of international brands and goods has not 
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simply led to global cultural uniformity. Jeremiahs bemoaning 
the detrimental effects of globalization overlook that it cannot 
be equated with a process of relentless Americanization. A large 
number of products from Europe, Asia, and Africa have begun 
to circulate all over the world as globalization has gathered pace. 
Notwithstanding America’s undeniable worldwide prominence, 
a wider internationalization characterized world culture after 
1945. Few commodities illustrate this trend better than a Ger¬ 
man automobile that gained international fame, not least in the 
United States itself. At the same time, the car’s history highlights 
the social inequities that have long characterized globalization. 
As Volkswagen turned into a car producer that manufactured 
Beetles in several geographical regions, including Latin America, 
as part of an evolving international division of labor, it adopted 
vastly contrasting approaches to industrial relations and worker 
remuneration in different locations. In short, the first VW high¬ 
lights mechanisms in globalization that spread an appealing, 
colorful commodity culture and social inequalities at the same 
time. 8 

As the Beetle moved from country to country, its global suc¬ 
cess was intimately linked to its chameleonlike qualities. Similar 
to animals whose skin adjusts to various surroundings, global 
commodities must adapt to local conditions if they are to secure 
commercial success. Customers often turn their backs on goods 
from elsewhere that stubbornly stand out as alien rather than 
blend into the local environment. Nothing less than a corpora¬ 
tion’s future can be at stake in the games of cultural adaptation 
that determine whether a commodity with an international pedi¬ 
gree manages to gain a lasting foothold abroad. These processes 
of adaptation can take many shapes and forms. In the case of 
world food, for instance, nationally specific dishes often undergo 
fundamental changes in terms of ingredients and cooking meth¬ 
ods if they wish to attract diners in foreign lands. 
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By contrast, the Beetle crossed borders between consumer cul¬ 
tures without major material alterations. While the car remained 
essentially the same object in technological and aesthetic re¬ 
spects, it nonetheless gained divergent meanings in countries 
where it featured as an export commodity. Rather than subject 
itself to material modifications, the Volkswagen experienced in¬ 
tangible cultural adaptations that made it fit into a wide range of 
national auto cultures. Many global items owe their popularity to 
such flexibility and to the capacity to generate new meanings 
throughout their life span. This car’s adaptability bordered on the 
uncanny when it triggered diametrically opposed associations in 
different places. With its almost infinite ability to fit in in numer¬ 
ous countries, the Beetle could undergo exceptionally thorough 
cultural metamorphoses, at times altogether shedding its charac¬ 
ter as an export item. In some countries, including the United 
States and Mexico, the Volkswagen has come to be revered as a 
national icon in its own right rather than a German automobile. 
By the end of the twentieth century, this car had gained multiple 
national identities—a remarkable transformation, given its Third 
Reich roots. 9 

In light of its worldwide proliferation throughout the second 
half of the twentieth century, the small Beetle stands tall among 
the versatile artifacts that have attained global star status. Of 
course, Marx overdrew his case when stating that the value of a 
commodity had “absolutely no connection” with its physical 
properties. The Volkswagen’s success is inconceivable without its 
technical virtues. References to the vehicle’s engineering traits, 
however, fail to explain the profound affection that greeted the 
Beetle in highly diverse environments. While the car’s technical 
quality provides a necessary component in the Beetle’s success 
story, it does not offer an exhaustive explanation for the warmth 
the vehicle elicited among drivers and passengers in many parts of 
the world. The relationship between the car’s material properties 
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(including its unique shape) and its meanings differed from place 
to place, from time to time. Examining the tentative and shift¬ 
ing links between the car’s solid material core and its softer, 
more malleable social meanings thus provides a leitmotif to the 
Volkswagen Beetle’s journey from intangible dream to global 
icon. 


1 


Before the "People's Car" 


“[We] call for fundamental measures facilitating the purchase 
and maintenance of small cars, so auto ownership comes within 
the reach of every German,” the Small Car Club of Germany 
demanded in October 1927. Founded six weeks earlier in the 
Berlin suburb of Oberschoneweide, the association lacked nei¬ 
ther ambition nor a sense of mission. Rather than pursue the 
cause of a small minority, it self-confidently claimed to campaign 
for affordable automobiles in nothing less than “the interest of 
civilization’s progress” so to “raise the social levels of the German 
people.” Most Germans, on whose supposed behalf the group 
propagated the “idea of the small car,” appear to have paid little 
attention to this high-minded, idealistic rhetoric, however. Only 
the lonely opening issue of its magazine Mein Kleinanto (My Small 
Car) survives in the stacks of the Berlin state library. Started with 
high hopes, the Small Car Club of Germany soon faded from the 
scene, leaving hardly a trace. 1 

That this association remained an ephemeral episode is sym¬ 
bolic of the state of German automotive affairs in the second 
half of the 1920s. In the year that witnessed the inauguration of 
the small car club in Oberschoneweide, automobiles remained a 
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rather rare sight on German roads. To be exact, registrations 
stood at merely one car for every 196 Germans. When one ex¬ 
cluded trucks and buses, this ratio fell even further, to one pas¬ 
senger vehicle for every 242 inhabitants. With these figures, the 
Weimar Republic trailed Western industrial nations by a wide 
margin. In France and Great Britain, by comparison, the count 
(including trucks and buses) stood at 1:44 at the time, more than 
four times the level of Germany’s motorization. A comparison 
with the United States produces the starkest contrast. In 1927, 
American statisticians calculated a rate of 1 automobile per 5.3 
inhabitants, making the United States the most motorized nation 
in the world by far. Under these conditions, the German public 
could be forgiven for not paying too much attention to calls to 
bring the motor vehicle within reach of the average citizen. Such 
demands possessed a positively utopian ring that contempo¬ 
raries most likely met with skepticism or ironic smiles. 2 

For a country whose engineers had played a prominent role in 
the automobile’s early days, it was bound to be a source of irrita¬ 
tion that mass motorization remained an unrealistic prospect. 
Not least, the issue rankled national pride. After all, it had been 
Wilhelm Maybach, Gottlieb Daimler, and Carl Benz who, in the 
1880s, had produced the first horseless carriages that were pro¬ 
pelled by the combustion engine Nikolaus August Otto and Eu- 
gen Langen had developed in the 1870s. 3 When Carl Benz died 
in 1929 at the age of eighty-five, a German car journal celebrated 
him as a “genius” who had given the “civilized world ... a 
means to conquer time and space.. .. Through [this feat], he 
became one of the co-founders of a global industry .. . that now 
ranks among the highest and most prestigious” branches of 
manufacturing. As the obituary detailed Benz’s contribution to 
the development of the automobile before World War I, it found 
few achievements to play up for the time after 1918. After World 
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War I, the German car industry failed to live up to its pioneer¬ 
ing promise. 4 

In the twenties, even the most benevolent commentators 
would have struggled to portray Germany as a car nation. While 
the public was well aware that Germany lagged far behind other 
countries in terms of the automobile’s proliferation, the topic 
never rose to the top of the public agenda. Debates about car 
matters were pushed into the background by the repeated social, 
political, and economic crises and conflicts that afflicted Weimar 
Germany. The country’s low car ownership levels attracted lim¬ 
ited public note because the issue itself elicited little public con¬ 
troversy. Among analysts, a broad consensus existed regarding 
the numerous material obstacles that made mass motorization a 
prospect far beyond Germany’s horizon. As a result, calls to rem¬ 
edy this situation, for instance by designing a car for the wider 
population, surfaced merely intermittently. The idea of a “people’s 
car” never gained sharp public contours in the Weimar Republic 
but remained a rather fuzzy notion. 

German observers assessed their country’s potential for mass 
motorization skeptically not least because they were aware of 
the profound differences between conditions at home and in the 
United States, where the automobile had become a means of 
transportation for the wider population as early as the 1910s. 
America’s global supremacy in automotive affairs was beyond 
doubt in the interwar years. In 1927, Americans owned no fewer 
than 80 percent of the world’s cars, while Detroit’s automakers 
set standards in manufacturing, design, and marketing methods 
worldwide. German visitors to the United States in the twenties 
found that, in car matters, a gap as wide and deep as the Atlan¬ 
tic Ocean separated America and the Weimar Republic. It wasn’t 
simply the sheer number of cars that stunned German observers. 
Commentators also drew attention to the new forms of industrial 
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production, as well as the social consequences that accompanied 
mass motorization. Long before anyone took concrete measures 
to make a “people’s car” in Germany, the idea, for all its fuzzi¬ 
ness, possessed a transnational pedigree. For this reason, our 
story begins in the United States before turning to Germany, 
a country that was a very unlikely candidate to give birth to a 
“people’s car.” 5 

America’s leadership in the automobile sector highlighted a 
wider shift of the global economic center from Western Europe 
to the United States in the first half of the twentieth century. 
Since the late nineteenth century, the American economy had 
consistently posted higher growth rates than European nations; 
production figures of key industrial materials indicated the ex¬ 
tent to which the United States outpaced Europe. Between 1900 
and 1928, the annual output of America’s coal mines more than 
doubled, from 193,208 to 455,678 metric tons, while the pro¬ 
duction of raw steel shot up from 10,217 to 51,527 metric tons. 
Britain and Germany, Western Europe’s largest and most dy¬ 
namic national economies, found it impossible to keep up with 
this expansion. By 1928, annual coal output stood at 241,283 
and 150,876 metric tons in the United Kingdom and the Weimar 
Republic respectively, while British and German steel companies, 
which produced 8,637 and 14,517 metric tons in 1928 respec¬ 
tively, were positively dwarfed by American concerns. 6 

Above all, the United States’ industrial ascendancy derived 
from domestic factors. In addition to the availability of vast sup¬ 
plies of raw materials in the form of fossil deposits, as well as 
iron ore, the influx of millions of immigrants swelling the ranks 
of the workforce before the end of World War I fueled America’s 
economic expansion. Despite calls by the Progressives for the 
enforcement of antitrust laws, the American legal frameworks 
favored the formation of large-scale companies that achieved 
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economies of scale and commanded the financial resources to 
sustain high investment levels. Industrial growth also profited 
from rapidly expanding domestic demand as the United States 
turned into the world’s largest internal market, in which an 
unprecedented range of commodities came within the reach of 
broad sections of society. 7 While a short recession from 1920 to 
1921 accompanied America’s adjustment to a peacetime econ¬ 
omy after World War I, this temporary contraction soon gave way 
to the boom of the Roaring Twenties. The economic gap that 
opened up between the United States and Western Europe in the 
decades surrounding the First World War contributed not only to 
contrasting car ownership levels on either side of the Atlantic; it 
also helped turn the motor industry into one of America’s most 
dynamic business sectors. Citing official statistics, a German trade 
unionist visiting the United States reported that in 1924, “as an 
outcome of developments in the last decade,” one in ten American 
jobs was directly or indirectly tied to the car sector. 8 

Of course, Ford Motor Company was the first auto giant to 
burst onto the American business scene, as the famous Model T 
became an unprecedented best seller. Faunched in October 1908, 
the Model T realized Henry Ford’s ambition to build a “univer¬ 
sal car” that, according to his authorized biography, My Life and 
Work, “would meet the wants of the multitudes.” 9 Above all, the 
Model T distinguished itself through a rugged dependability that 
allowed it to function in a transport environment not yet tai¬ 
lored to the requirements of the automobile. “Model T” quickly 
became a synonym for sturdiness, steadiness, and reliability, 
gaining its reputation as a car that, as Tom McCarthy has writ¬ 
ten, was “ready to take a beating and come right back for more,” 
owing to the simple engineering that characterized its design. 
Powered by a comparatively strong, trustworthy four-cylinder, 
twenty-horsepower engine, the Model T possessed ample ground 
clearance to maneuver in rough terrain, including dirt roads that 
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frequently turned into bottomless mud tracks in the fall and 
spring. The car also profited from the extensive use of heat-treated 
vanadium steel in its chassis components. This material allowed 
for the design of a 100-inch wheelbase that resulted in a light 
and tough automobile sufficiently big to transport four people as 
well as heavy loads. While drivers welcomed that Ford had 
taken the as-yet rare step of placing the steering wheel on the left 
to make it easier to spot oncoming traffic, they considered the 
vehicle’s low running costs its vital virtue. These moderate oper¬ 
ating expenses derived from a gas mileage of twenty-five miles 
per gallon, infrequent breakdowns, and, in the case that some¬ 
thing did go wrong, low repair bills. 10 

“Real simplicity,” My Life and Work proclaimed, “means that 
which gives the very best service and is the most convenient in 
use.” Since automobile technology was still in its infancy, neces¬ 
sity was the mother of simplicity, because technical solutions 
with complicated components only increased the likelihood of 
breakdowns. The Model T’s character as a straightforward tech¬ 
nological object put drivers in a position to perform many re¬ 
pairs themselves. In keeping with this ethos of basic functional¬ 
ity, the Model T was undoubtedly an eminently practical 
automobile, but a comfortable one it wasn’t. While the company 
decided to add electric headlights in 1915, it never made a heat¬ 
ing system part of the standard equipment in the vehicle. Al¬ 
though a components manufacturer developed a serviceable 
button-operated electric starter as early as 1912, Ford decided 
for cost reasons to fit the device only in 1926. Before then, driv¬ 
ers either had to have an electric starter installed as an extra by 
a service station, or start their cars by forcefully turning a hand 
crank, an operation that was not just a tedious chore but one 
fraught with physical danger. At times, the engine backfired while 
being started, sending the hand-held crank back in a violent jolt 
that could easily lead to broken wrists and thumbs. To prevent 
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such injuries, drivers were advised not to grip the crank firmly 
but push it with an open palm. 11 

Americans clearly considered these deficiencies as minor. Be¬ 
tween 1908 and 1927, Ford made over fifteen million Model Ts, 
a global sales record that was only to be broken by the Volks¬ 
wagen Beetle in 1972. The Model T was produced and sold in 
unprecedented numbers from the outset. Annual output already 
reached almost 35,000 by 1911 and surged to 533,706 in 1919. 
By the time the brief postwar recession interrupted the first great 
car boom in American history in 1921, two-thirds of all cars on 
America’s roads were Model Ts. While PR stunts like long-distance 
races demonstrated the car’s reliability, Ford profited even more 
from a word-of-mouth campaign in which satisfied drivers rec¬ 
ommended the vehicle to friends and acquaintances interested in 
acquiring a car. At a time when most cars were notorious for 
their erratic performance and the public was bound to regard a 
manufacturer’s full-mouthed promises with skepticism, informal 
and independent endorsements from ordinary citizens were 
highly effective in establishing the Model T’s credentials as a 
trustworthy product. In 1911, a survey of two thousand drivers 
revealed that 85 percent of them had bought their Ford based on 
another owner’s personal recommendation. 12 

Beyond the car’s technical virtues, the fact that per capita real 
income increased by 85 percent in the United States between 
1890 and 1925 provided a crucial precondition for the Model T’s 
triumph. As more and more Americans in the early twentieth 
century came to command the disposable means to acquire and 
maintain a low-priced motor vehicle, Ford was first in targeting 
a massive market at the lower end of the automotive spectrum. 
While other auto manufacturers pursued luxury buyers with 
vehicles costing in excess of $1,000, Ford aimed his product at 
customers well below this threshold. Introduced at a price be¬ 
tween $825 and $850 in 1908, the car retailed at less than $450 


18 


The People's Car 


in 1920, a dramatic drop opening up new sales territory. To con¬ 
solidate the company’s customer base, Ford Motor Company 
also extended its nationwide network of dealerships, which held 
spare parts and offered competent repair services. 13 

Rising paychecks and falling vehicle prices undoubtedly help 
explain why unprecedented numbers of Americans could afford 
a car like the Model T in the 1910s. Yet the pent-up demand that 
fueled the early car boom also speaks of a harsher side of Ameri¬ 
can life at the time. Making up almost 60 percent of the popula¬ 
tion in the early twentieth century, rural Americans constituted 
the largest group among Ford’s customers. Life on the farm may 
not have been short, but it was often brutish and nasty, involving 
long hours as well as much drudgery. Domestic amenities in the 
countryside remained primitive, as most households still lacked 
the central heating and indoor plumbing that city dwellers increas¬ 
ingly took for granted. Rural Americans embraced the Model T 
as a vehicle with many functions, turning Ford’s creation into a 
versatile tool that did far more than move people and goods. 
Fixing a belt to the rear axle or crankshaft, farmers employed 
their cars to drive grindstones, pumps, saws, butter churners, and 
more. Given the vehicle’s ability to keep going in difficult terrain, 
it also served as a precursor of the tractor. “In the fields,” re¬ 
called a historian whose family had used a Ford on their farm, 
“the Model Ts pulled hay rakes, mowers, grain binders, har¬ 
rows, and hay loaders.” 14 

First and foremost, the car recommended itself as a source of 
individual mobility that alleviated the social isolation of Ameri¬ 
ca’s rural population. Beyond rendering chores such as buying 
supplies and selling produce in rural towns far easier, it opened 
up new opportunities for sociability. With a Model T, country 
folk could visit relatives and acquaintances as well as drive to 
town for dances and movies much more quickly and frequently 
than by horse-drawn buggy. Men were by no means the sole 
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beneficiaries of this new mode of transport. Women greeted the 
expansion of their social horizons with a mixture of relief and 
enthusiasm. “Your car lifted us out of the mud. It brought joy 
into our lives,” the wife of a farmer wrote in a personal letter to 
Henry Ford in 1918. By 1920, 53 percent of farm households in 
the Midwest owned a car, while the rate stood at 42 percent in 
the Far West. Ford himself took pride in the popularity of his car 
among country folk—and not just because this development 
generated great profits for his company. Having grown up on a 
Michigan farm, he had firsthand knowledge of the harshness of 
country life. 15 

Middle-class urban and suburban Americans also embraced 
the Model T, albeit on slightly different grounds. Since they had 
readier access to public transport than country folk, urban car 
owners put their automobiles mainly to recreational use on 
weekends and during vacations. As a result, city residents made 
up the bulk of the clientele for the many touring accessories rang¬ 
ing from awnings to tents to collapsible beds that soon became 
available and converted many a Model T into “Hotel Ford.” Ir¬ 
respective of the car’s strong appeal as a leisure item, urban de¬ 
mand did not keep pace with sales in rural areas during the 
Model T’s first decade. Some professionals, including doctors 
and lawyers, bought cars for work-related reasons, but on the 
whole, city dwellers found fewer uses for the Model T as a work 
tool than did farmers. Compared with rural residents, they also 
faced higher outlay for garages, as well as maintenance, because 
they tended to be less adept at fixing their vehicles. 16 

Whatever their place of residence, drivers quickly established 
close, highly emotional bonds with their automobiles. “In its 
original state,” a journalist commented in 1915, “a Ford” was 
not well suited to “express your individuality ... for Fords are 
all alike.” Such uniformity, of course, derived from a product 
policy encapsulated in Ford’s famous quip that “any customer 
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can have a car painted any color that he wants so long as it is 
black.” Yet as suppliers flooded the market with a plethora of 
technical extras and makeover accessories as diverse as turn in¬ 
dicators, seat covers, fenders, stylish radiator hoods, and much 
more, owners modified their cars in accordance with their aes¬ 
thetic preferences and practical needs. The numerous personal 
names and nicknames Americans bestowed on their cars show 
that these alterations as well as daily use turned a standardized 
technical object into a unique, personal possession for which 
owners developed great affection. It wasn’t long before “Tin 
Lizzie” and “flivver” entered the lexicon as collective terms of 
endearment, signaling the Model T’s ascent to national icon— 
a trajectory many cars for the wider population were to follow 
in subsequent years. 17 

As the Model T generated seemingly inexhaustible demand, 
Ford Motor Company embarked on a search for a cost-effective 
way of mass-producing this highly complex artifact composed 
of numerous technical components. The solution devised in 
Dearborn was to prove profoundly influential throughout the 
twentieth century. Beyond expanding its workforce from 450 in 
1908 to 32,679 in 1921, the firm initiated pathbreaking organi¬ 
zational changes in manufacturing routines by taking the divi¬ 
sion of labor to unprecedented heights. To be sure, the advan¬ 
tages of arranging manufacturing processes into sequences of 
individual, specialized tasks had ranked prominently among the 
world’s economic truisms for well over a century by the time 
Ford began to assemble the Model T. The famous opening chap¬ 
ter of Adam Smith’s Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the 
Wealth of Nations extolled as early as 1776 how a small pin¬ 
making workshop raised its output more than a thousand 
times by splitting production procedures into “eighteen distinct 
operations.” 18 
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Ford and his managers, however, were inspired by a far more 
advanced form of labor division that was widely commented 
upon in the late nineteenth century. Manufacturers of intricate 
mechanical objects such as sewing machines and bicycles as¬ 
sembled their products in carefully coordinated work sequences 
out of interchangeable components. Most notably, they em¬ 
ployed specialized machine tools like punching machines and 
electric welders that were easy to operate, could be entrusted to 
largely unskilled workers, and hence decreased the need to rely 
on highly trained artisans. Pioneered in the United States, this 
production mode became known as the “American system” of 
manufacture and attracted note in several respects. In essence, 
the use of mechanized tools transferred manufacturing skills 
from man to machine and thus “deskilled” the human labor re¬ 
quired in the factory. This new form of mechanization was par¬ 
ticularly advantageous in the United States because it compen¬ 
sated for the chronic shortage of skilled labor that persisted 
despite large immigration waves. The advanced mechanization 
of production put businesses in a position to increase output while 
lowering prices. The “American system” manufactured large 
runs of identical commodities because its procedures relied on 
interchangeable components and uniform labor routines. In short, 
the development of the “American system” opened the door for 
the cost-effective mass production of complex, highly standard¬ 
ized mechanical commodities with the help of largely unskilled 
labor. 19 

Although the early American motor industry was aware of the 
benefits of these novel manufacturing methods, it paid them 
little attention as long as car makers operated in a small luxury 
market. Artisanal forms of production, in which teams of skilled 
men assembled large parts of a car, such as the chassis, from be¬ 
ginning to end, prevailed in the budding auto industry. Ford, 
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however, developed the Model T with an eye toward a much wider 
sales territory. As the order volume increased, the management 
at Ford began to draw on the mechanized production methods 
of the “American system.” In-house engineers, for instance, de¬ 
veloped and installed a plethora of specialized machine tools to 
manufacture interchangeable components for the Model T. The 
speed, precision, and consistent quality of these machines made 
the work of the most dexterous craftsmen pale in comparison. In 
1915, a visiting engineer marveled at the mechanization at Ford 
by describing a “special semi-automatic” machine that drilled 
“holes in a cylinder casting from four sides at once, forty-nine 
holes in one operation.” This efficiency, however, came at a price. 
While artisanal car production had easily accommodated special 
requests from customers, Ford’s most famous car emerged as a 
standardized commodity. Offering technical variations in the 
Model T (beyond the type of car body) would have required 
expensive modifications of procedures and equipment that would 
have driven up the price. As he drew on the lessons of the “Ameri¬ 
can system,” Flenry Ford oversaw the birth of an inflexible variant 
of mass production. 20 

Maintaining a steady production flow involving thousands of 
workers and millions of parts confronted the management with 
a particularly tricky task. Compared with sewing machines and 
bicycles, mass-producing automobiles involved far more com¬ 
plex logistics and resulted in numerous bottlenecks. Ford’s man¬ 
agers found the solution to their work-flow problems on the 
killing floors of Chicago’s slaughterhouses, where hundreds of 
thousands of carcasses, which were suspended from ceiling rails 
and transported at a set pace along specialized butchering sta¬ 
tions, were dressed at great speeds by a small number of meat 
packers. 21 

After several visits to Illinois, the management at Ford trans¬ 
ferred the principle behind these gory “disassembly lines” to the 
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plant in Highland Park in 1913. Mechanically conveying a work 
piece past a series of highly specialized production and assembly 
points had several advantages from the management’s perspec¬ 
tive. What soon came to be known as the “assembly line” cut 
production time drastically, and thus laid the ground for the per¬ 
sistent price falls that were a precondition for the Model T’s 
commercial success. “Production nearly doubled every year for a 
decade after 1913, while the price of a Model T dropped by two 
thirds,” one scholar has summarized. 22 The assembly line also 
extended managerial control on the factory floor, where workers 
had so far designed numerous stalling tactics to slow down man¬ 
ufacturing routines. As the pace of the conveyor belt defined the 
work rhythm, laborers had no choice but to adapt their speed to 
the standards imposed by the management. The assembly line 
allowed the executives at Ford to replace skilled workers with 
unskilled laborers who could be trained “within a few hours or 
a few days,” as My Life and Work boasted. In 1913, the company 
began to hire numerous foreign-born immigrants, especially from 
southern and eastern Europe. Within a year, these recent arrivals 
made up over 70 percent of the factory’s employees. America’s 
first iconic automobile was built by people many of whom spoke 
barely a word of English. 23 

For the workforce, the arrival of the assembly line meant a 
drastic deterioration of labor conditions. The monotony and the 
physical strain of life on the assembly line took a harsh toll. Im¬ 
mediately after the line’s introduction in 1913, the annual staff 
turnover rate shot up to over 370 percent as thousands of em¬ 
ployees left the company each month. Many simply found em¬ 
ployment at Ford intolerable. One worker recalled how, after a 
first day at Highland Park in the early 1920s, a friend returned 
home in a state of utter exhaustion: “He would sit in a chair and 
didn’t care whether he ate dinner or not.... He was just so tired, 
and his body ached so that he didn’t care whether he moved or 
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not.” Two days later, the new recruit quit. As Ford emerged as 
the first in a long line of auto manufacturers notorious for labor 
routines that subjected employees to the rhythm of the machine, 
it was no coincidence that a much-loved automobile like the 
Model T owed its existence to backbreaking, monotonous work 
routines. Only advanced mechanization lowered production 
costs sufficiently to bring the automobile within the financial 
reach of the broader population. 24 

If the assembly line became symbolic of workplace alienation 
in the car factory, Ford’s response to the initial hemorrhage of 
personnel set an example that other car manufacturers copied 
almost as frequently as his manufacturing routines. In January 
1914, Ford Motor Company announced that it would double 
workers’ daily wages to $5 for an eight-hour shift. The day the 
new remuneration plan went into practice, applicants laid siege to 
the recruitment office amid riotous scenes. Even the fire depart¬ 
ment, which turned its hoses on the throng in the near-zero tem¬ 
peratures of the Michigan winter, could not disperse the crowd 
clamoring for one of the well-paid jobs. 25 Only after the procla¬ 
mation of the $5 day did demand for employment at Ford pick 
up. Beyond its pay policy, the company strove to consolidate its 
workforce through welfare measures, establishing hospitals, a 
savings and loans association, sports facilities, and night schools 
offering English lessons and trade apprenticeships. A deep pater¬ 
nalism underpinned Ford’s managerial ethos. In addition to ab¬ 
staining from all forms of trade-union activism, employees had 
to subject themselves to strict controls at work and at home. In¬ 
vestigators from the company’s “sociological department” kept 
thousands of files on the private lives of individual workers, in¬ 
terviewing family members and neighbors to uncover evidence 
of gambling, drinking, or sexual dalliance. To qualify for the 
company’s material and educational offers (including the $5 day), 
Ford workers were expected to lead a wholesome life of thrift, 
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and those found wanting risked wage reductions or worse. The 
immigrant labor force paid a steep price for the moderate pros¬ 
perity that came with manufacturing Tin Lizzie. 26 

Meanwhile, Henry Ford’s reputation grew with his business. 
Having honed a marketing talent in the early days of the auto¬ 
mobile to drum up publicity for his vehicles, he now employed 
his promotional skills to fashion himself as a “millionaire folk 
hero.” In writings and interviews, Ford accentuated a public per¬ 
sona as a plainspoken man of common sense, employing simple 
examples to illustrate how seemingly inconspicuous measures 
yielded spectacular effects: “Save ten steps a day for each of twelve 
thousand employees and you will have saved fifty miles of wasted 
motion and misspent energy.” Eliminating waste, or the search 
for “efficiency,” to put it in slightly different diction, figured as a 
major leitmotif among Ford’s entrepreneurial principles. In keep¬ 
ing with the ethos of productivity, Ford insisted that the $5 day 
was not a form of largesse but a just reward for the profits dedi¬ 
cated workers had helped create. Under capable entrepreneurial 
leadership, Ford argued, capitalism delivered the goods not only 
in the form of commodities but also high wages. Hundreds of 
thousands of visitors traveled to the gigantic factories at Highland 
Park and, from 1919, River Rouge to inspect Ford’s expanding 
empire as the company turned into a vertically integrated concern 
that purchased iron ore and coal mines, forests, and a railway line 
before embarking on a disastrous adventure to maintain its own 
rubber plantation in Brazil. 27 

Fame did not shield Henry Ford from public attacks. In addi¬ 
tion to the working conditions at Highland Park and his harsh 
stance on trade unions, Ford’s anti-Semitism, which he aired in 
more than one publication, attracted censure in the United States. 
Neither controversial management practices nor his anti-Jewish 
views undermined Ford’s national stardom, however. His elevated 
position survived the economic difficulties that befell his company 
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in the mid-twenties, when it failed to notice that consumers de¬ 
veloped novel preferences after the first wave of mass motoriza¬ 
tion. As Ford continued to pursue a one-model policy based on 
the Model T, American drivers demanded wider product choice 
and more comfortable vehicles. Ford lost its position as market 
leader to General Motors, which offered a range of brands with 
the aim of encouraging customers gradually to “trade up.” GM’s 
Chevrolets proved particularly popular among American drivers in 
the second half of the twenties. Despite these problems, however, 
Ford’s status as a venerated celebrity remained largely intact. In 
Tin Lizzie, he had created the first automobile that fully qualified 
as a car for the general population. In the American imagination, 
this feat ranked far above its creator’s anti-Semitism, or any man¬ 
agerial shortcomings or persistent complaints about inhumane 
working conditions. 28 

Commercial triumph propelled Flenry Ford’s name far beyond 
the American national pantheon. In addition to his expanding 
business, the best seller penned in Ford’s name played an impor¬ 
tant role in securing and consolidating his unmatched global 
reputation. The German translation of My Life and Work sold 
over two hundred thousand copies within little over a year of its 
publication in 1923. In Germany, the book met with avid inter¬ 
est because Ford’s success story epitomized the dynamism that 
allowed the American economy to outperform Western Europe 
by widening margins. In light of the Weimar Republic’s manifold 
economic ills, many Germans picking up a copy of My Life and 
Work hoped to hold in their hands a prescription book offering 
a cure for their country. 29 

In the early twenties, no commentator courted controversy by 
describing Germany’s economic situation as abysmal. Within less 
than a decade after the outbreak of World War I, Germany had 
gone from a position as Europe’s fastest-growing industrial power 
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to what many contemporaries regarded as a basket case. Mili¬ 
tary defeat, a tumultuous revolution resulting in the Weimar 
Republic’s precarious democratic constitution, and the Versailles 
Treaty with its unspecified demands for German reparations 
complicated attempts to restore a stable political order and eco¬ 
nomic growth after 1918. Although the notorious reparations 
issue proved less of an economic liability in the medium term 
than German officials had initially feared, the country had to 
cope with serious economic disruption. As a result of Europe’s 
territorial reorganization after 1918, the country lost one-third 
of its coal reserves and three-quarters of its iron ore mines to 
France and Poland. Political and economic unrest repeatedly 
dominated the headlines in the early postwar years, culminating 
in a bout of hyperinflation in 1923 that was as financially costly 
as it was psychologically unsettling for many Germans. Only a 
radical currency reform and a renegotiation of reparations, 
as well as the influx of American business loans, established a 
modicum of political and economic order to Germany, initiating 
the Weimar Republic’s phase of brittle stability between 1924 
and 1929. 30 

Against this backdrop, Ford figured as a crucial reference 
point in a passionate and deeply controversial debate about the 
United States, which the Weimar public increasingly regarded as 
a “cipher of unbridled and unconditional modernity.” No matter 
whether they discussed Hollywood movies, life in New York and 
Chicago, or American women’s comparatively liberated mores, 
commentators saw in American affairs positive and negative 
aspects of a future society characterized by industry and com¬ 
merce. 31 Tike America in general, Ford exerted a broad yet divi¬ 
sive appeal as Germans hailed and condemned the American 
entrepreneur in keeping with varying ideological agendas. Ad¬ 
herents of Fordismus among the German business community, 
for instance, emphasized that the productivity gains generated 
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by mass-production methods would provide an indispensable 
instrument to raise the efficiency of the Weimar economy. Ger¬ 
man trade unionists, irrespective of Ford’s profound aversion to 
organized labor, commended the American entrepreneur’s high- 
wage policies, pointing out that in real terms American workers’ 
incomes stood at twice the level of pay in Germany. Next to 
these acknowledgments of prosperity stood a chorus of skeptics 
that painted Ford as a “fake messiah” with a pernicious gospel. 
While social reformers focused their criticism on workplace alien¬ 
ation, businessmen warned that Fordist mass production would 
undermine German industry’s reputation as a purveyor of high- 
quality products. Cultural doomsayers advanced the most com¬ 
prehensive dystopias, thundering against a future consumer cul¬ 
ture dominated by uniform, standardized commodities that 
would signal nothing less than a “mechanization of work, thought, 
and life itself.” 32 

As pro- and anti-American commentary turned Flenry Ford 
into a deeply controversial household name in Germany, a stark 
absence marked the Weimar debate about Fordism: it occurred 
to hardly any German observer to ask whether the “universal 
motorcar”—the product upon which Ford’s empire rested— 
would anytime soon provide a realistic prospect for German 
consumers. Germans of the Weimar era looked upon Ford as a 
mass manufacturer rather than a car manufacturer, an indicator 
of the contrast between economic conditions on both sides of 
the Atlantic. German visitors encountered America’s auto cul¬ 
ture with incredulity. Arriving in Detroit, engineer Franz Wester- 
mann, who took pride in having maintained his composure in 
the bustle of Manhattan, was reduced to disbelief when he be¬ 
held the unending procession of automobiles in Michigan’s motor 
city. “I laughed,” he recalled, “at the fact that Detroit is the home 
of approximately twice as many cars as there are in all of Ger¬ 
many ..., that hundreds of auto dealerships [feature] show- 


Before the "People's Car' 


29 


rooms as large as our small car factories, that there are almost as 
many cars in the streets as pedestrians.” At the end of the day, as 
he stepped to the window of his hotel room, he could not avert 
his gaze from the “hundreds of cars, one next to the other, as far 
as the eye could see.” 33 

Westermann’s incredulity illustrates how distant a prospect 
most Germans considered a “universal motorcar” for their own 
country. As late as the twenties, motor vehicles still remained a 
rare sight in many parts of Germany. To be sure, after the resto¬ 
ration of political and economic stability in the mid-twenties, the 
number of passenger cars on German roads more than quadru¬ 
pled, from 80,937 in 1922 to 422,612 in 1928. Yet this was a 
numerical expansion within strict limits—and not just when 
compared with the 15.4 million cars in the United States in 1925. 
France, a country with merely two-thirds of Germany’s popula¬ 
tion, witnessed a rise in vehicle registrations from 242,358 to 
757,668 during the same period. Even in Berlin, which featured 
the highest concentration of German automobiles by a wide 
margin, the volume of motorized road traffic remained modest 
into the mid-twenties. After the Great War, the German capital 
may have gained an international reputation as an exciting cen¬ 
ter of cultural experimentation for its vibrant nightlife, provoca¬ 
tive art scene, and dynamic press landscape, but it proved un¬ 
necessary to install traffic lights in this modern metropolis before 
1925. 34 

Many factors were responsible for the automobile’s slow pro¬ 
liferation in the Weimar Republic. For German car manufactur¬ 
ers, Fordism remained an elusive goal as long as the sector was 
dominated by comparatively small companies unable to shoul¬ 
der the investments necessary for mass production. In 1927, no 
fewer than twenty-seven automakers operated in Germany. 
Daimler and Benz, both of which produced limousines for afflu¬ 
ent drivers, each had over two thousand workers on its payroll, 
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but made on average a mere 4.4 and 5.3 vehicles per day respec¬ 
tively in 1924. Labor-intensive production routines and high ma¬ 
terial costs left both companies with crippling debts. Even after a 
merger that resulted in the formation of Daimler-Benz AG in 
1926, the new company found it impossible to finance assembly 
lines or the numerous specialized machine tools that were pre¬ 
requisites for mass-production methods. Production costs at 
Daimler-Benz remained far higher and output considerably lower 
than at comparable companies in the United States. 35 

Only Opel, by far the largest German car producer, with 
twelve thousand employees in the late twenties, stood out for 
introducing Fordist production modes to reduce costs and increase 
capacity in 1924. “Gigantic eight-story buildings, high towers, 
and rising smokestacks” lent the factory in Riisselsheim the ap¬ 
pearance of a “fantastic city,” a richly illustrated company his¬ 
tory gushed. Manufacturing a fourteen-horsepower and a forty- 
horsepower model on assembly lines, Opel established itself as 
Germany’s market leader, turning out about half the country’s 
vehicles in 1928. The “miraculous workings of the 6,000 ma¬ 
chines” in the assembly halls may have regularly impressed visi¬ 
tors, but rationalization had clear limits in Riisselsheim. In con¬ 
trast to American practice, Opel did not assemble its models 
with interchangeable parts. Moreover, skilled manual workers 
made up two-thirds of the firm’s employees, a ratio that left un¬ 
skilled laborers, who dominated car production in the United 
States, in a minority in Riisselsheim. Even at Germany’s most 
advanced automaker, mechanization had gone nowhere as far as 
in the United States. 36 

In light of the limited capacity of domestic firms, foreign pro¬ 
ducers viewed Germany as a promising future market. To cir¬ 
cumvent high import tariffs, American companies established 
assembly plants in Germany to manufacture vehicles from com¬ 
ponents shipped across the Atlantic, allowing them to capture a 
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quarter of the German market by 1928. Ford and General 
Motors, who became the most influential foreign players in Wei¬ 
mar Germany, made the decision to preempt future protectionist 
measures by establishing full-scale production sites in Germany. 
While Ford erected a new factory in Cologne that opened its 
gates in 1931, General Motors purchased no other company 
than Opel in 1929. The German press reacted to the takeover of 
Germany’s largest car manufacturer with apprehension, consid¬ 
ering the prospect of an invasion of the country’s roads by 
cars made by foreign corporations as an alarming indicator of 
national weakness. At the time, few observers would have 
predicted that German companies would emerge at the fore¬ 
front of auto manufacturing in the second half of the twentieth 
century. 37 

Rather than primarily the result of poor management, the pre¬ 
carious position of the German car sector in the twenties re¬ 
flected far larger, fundamental problems that lay beyond the in¬ 
dustry’s control. Simply put, the German automakers suffered 
from a chronic lack of domestic demand. To some extent, social 
geography hampered the automobile’s proliferation in the Weimar 
Republic. A densely populated country with a well-established 
public transport system like Germany required motorized indi¬ 
vidual transport less urgently than the United States, with its 
vast stretches of sparsely peopled areas. 38 

The most important impediment, however, was the state of the 
economy. After a decade of war, political upheaval, and hyperin¬ 
flation, the earnings of the vast majority of the population in 
Weimar Germany remained severely depressed. Around 1925, a 
survey concluded that only half of the country’s industrial work¬ 
ers brought home the annual wage of 1,000 reichsmarks ($250) 
widely considered the minimum necessary to ensure basic lodg¬ 
ings and food for a worker’s family with two children. In nomi¬ 
nal terms, an annual pay packet at this level amounted to merely 
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a quarter of the wage levels of Ford workers after the introduction 
of the $5 day. Small wonder, then, that German trade unionists 
drew attention to Ford’s remuneration policies. Most German 
farmers found themselves in similarly strained material circum¬ 
stances. Over three-quarters of rural landowners in Weimar Ger¬ 
many cultivated plots smaller than five hectares (12.5 acres), 
eking out incomes below subsistence levels. In 1928, average 
rural earnings stood at a mere 1,105 reichsmarks ($263) per an¬ 
num. 39 In pronounced contrast to the United States, where the 
rural population had proved pivotal for making the Model T a 
commercial success, a German farmer behind the steering wheel 
was a rare sight indeed. If farmers and workers contemplated 
motorized individual transport, they thought of the motorcycle 
rather than the automobile. While a motorbike offered no pro¬ 
tection from the elements and exposed riders to greater physical 
dangers than an automobile, it compensated for these disadvan¬ 
tages with far lower purchase prices and maintenance costs. 
From 1923 to 1929, motorbikes outsold cars by one-third, lead¬ 
ing to an increase in registrations from 59,389 to 608,342. 40 

As long as farmers and workers, who made up over 75 per¬ 
cent of the population, could consider car ownership merely a 
distant aspiration, the majority of drivers belonged to Weimar 
Germany’s troubled middle class. While members of the affluent 
elite such as entrepreneurs, bankers, and high-level managers had 
succeeded in protecting their assets throughout the war and hy¬ 
perinflation, the bulk of the German middle class—shopkeepers, 
tradesmen, salaried employees, and civil servants, among others— 
reeled from a series of financial blows, including the loss of in¬ 
vestments in war loans and the evaporation of savings in re¬ 
peated inflation waves between 1914 and 1923. Next to their 
counterparts in Great Britain and France, the German middle 
class cut a shabby figure, taking fewer holidays, owning fewer 
radios and home-movie cameras—and, predictably, driving fewer 
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cars. In 1928, a commercial survey calculated that the country 
could absorb no more than a further 220,000 vehicles, roughly 
the number of earless, well-to-do professionals like medical doc¬ 
tors and lawyers, as well as high-ranking white-collar employees 
and civil servants. Although market research cannot be taken at 
face value, the study shows that even at the end of the Weimar 
Republic’s “golden years,” any call for more than a modest social 
expansion of car ownership beyond the ranks of the solid middle 
class possessed a deeply unrealistic ring. 41 

Given the constraints imposed by the national economy, small 
and medium-size cars with engines developing less than forty 
horsepower accounted for over 75 percent of automobiles in 
operation in 1926. With a production run of around 120,000 
from 1924 to 1931, the “small Opel” proved the most popular 
model by a wide margin. Nicknamed “tree frog” for its green 
coat of paint, the fourteen-horsepower vehicle came as a two- or 
a four-seater and reached top speeds just shy of thirty-eight miles 
per hour. Although Opel had copied the design of Citroen’s 
5 CV and thus saved the development costs for the vehicle, the 
car retailed between 2,300 and 3,200 reichsmarks ($550 and 
$760) in early 1929—far more than the Model T had cost al¬ 
most a decade earlier. The sales tag, however, did not stop a test 
driver from hailing the “tree frog” in 1930 as “Germany’s most 
popular car that withstood the critical eyes of the layman, the 
expert, and the connoisseur.” 42 

Drivers who found the Opel too expensive could turn to the 
Dixi, a limousine with a four-stroke, fifteen-horsepower engine 
that could travel at forty miles per hour. Based on the British 
Austin Seven, the Dixi was another vehicle with a foreign 
pedigree. Made by motorcycle and aero engine manufacturer 
BMW, the car cost around 2,500 reichsmarks ($595) in 1929 
and sold between five thousand and six thousand models an¬ 
nually. Technical problems were not responsible for the failure 
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A driver showing off his Hanomag microcar, a two-seater affectionately 
known to Weimar Germans as the "rolling bread loaf" because of its 
rounded front and rear sections. Postcard, author's collection. 


of BMW’s first automotive offering to match Opel’s popular¬ 
ity. 43 Rather, the car compared unfavorably with its main com¬ 
petitor in terms of size. An advertisement may have assured 
prospective buyers in 1929 that the Dixi “transported three 
people and their luggage” or “two grown-ups and two children” 
with ease, but BMW found it necessary to relaunch the vehicle 
with a larger body within three years. While the automotive 
press breathed a sigh of relief that the car was no longer a 
“baby,” the increased price of 2,825 reichsmarks ($672) disap¬ 
pointed journalists. 44 

The only domestic design to gain a notable following was the 
ten-horsepower, two-seater produced by Hanomag from 1925 
to 1928. Soon christened the “rolling bread loaf” because of its 
compact rounded body section at the front and back, this car 
attracted almost sixteen thousand buyers and retailed at around 
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2,000 reichsmarks ($475) toward the end of its production run. 
Although owners insisted that a Hanomag “offered excellent 
comfort,” the vehicle became the target of numerous jokes in¬ 
spired by its basic technology. “A piece of tin and paint from a 
jar is all that makes a Hanomag car,” a popular rhyme declared. 
Similar to the transmission of a motorcycle, a chain rather than 
a driveshaft ran between the engine and the rear axle. While this 
design solution kept production costs low, it proved unreliable 
given the wear and tear involved in propelling a seven-hundred- 
pound vehicle rather than a far lighter motorbike. Most curi¬ 
ously, however, driver and passenger could enter the Hanomag 
only from one side, because a second door would have unbal¬ 
anced the small car. When Hanomag went into the red in 1928, 
it discontinued production—much to the regret of devoted fans, 
who retained fond memories of the “undemanding, indestructi¬ 
ble, and ever-ready ... little one-cylinder vehicle.” 45 

Beyond the comparatively high price and technical limita¬ 
tions of its cars, prohibitive maintenance costs inhibited Ger¬ 
many’s transformation into a nation of drivers. Despite falling 
expenses for tires, gasoline, and engine oil during the twenties, 
keeping a BMW Dixi on the road required around 1,200 
reichsmarks, one owner estimated. German motorists spent 
roughly three times as much on gasoline and up to seven times 
as much on road tax as Americans, triggering polemical com¬ 
parisons in the press that cast the motorist as a “fat milk cow” 
sucked dry by a state allegedly prioritizing investment in pub¬ 
licly owned railways. The largest single expense car owners 
faced, however, had nothing to do with the state. Since it was 
generally agreed that automobiles required shelter from the el¬ 
ements, urban owners, most of whom resided in apartments, 
had to hire a garage at an annual cost of between 400 and 700 
reichsmarks—roughly the equivalent to the cost of a two-bedroom 
apartment. 46 
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The need for shelter, in turn, reflected yet another obstacle in 
the path of the automobile’s proliferation in Germany. Com¬ 
pared with American models, many German automobiles proved 
unreliable technological artifacts that demanded much tender 
loving care. A technical primer from 1925 contained a seemingly 
endless list of reminders, starting with the admonition “never to 
leave” a new car “standing in the sun” because fresh paint easily 
threw bubbles. “Dust and dirt from the street,” the manual con¬ 
tinued, had to be removed after each journey to “prolong the 
car’s life.” Beyond providing cosmetic advice, the work empha¬ 
sized the importance of regular checkups on mechanical compo¬ 
nents: “Every six months, the springs need to be greased with a 
mixture of oil and graphite. To this end, the springs are relaxed 
and the mixture described above is filled between the spring bear¬ 
ings. The ball bearings of the wheels have to be lubricated with 
good engine grease every 900 miles. It is advisable to clean the 
ball bearings thoroughly every three months.” For those who had 
neither the time nor the skills to perform these procedures them¬ 
selves, frequent and costly trips to a service station were inevitable 
to ensure a vehicle’s smooth operation. Under these conditions, 
winter was the season automobile owners faced with particular 
trepidation, because keeping a car in good working order often 
entailed numerous chores during that season. These typical 
maintenance routines made a mockery of the advertisements 
that overtly played on prevalent notions of female technical in¬ 
competence by recommending particular models to “lady driv¬ 
ers” for their supposedly low service requirements. In everyday 
life, the work involved in maintaining most vehicles during the 
Weimar Republic placed the motorcar fairly and squarely in the 
male domain. 47 

High costs and technical deficiencies, however, did little to 
diminish the high esteem in which drivers held their automotive 
possessions. While the very wealthy kept one or more cars as 


Before the "People's Car' 


37 


luxury items, the majority of drivers came from middle-class 
backgrounds and had an automobile for work-related reasons. 
For medical doctors, lawyers, and traveling salesmen, as well as 
tradesmen, a contemporary observed, “the small car is primarily 
a professional vehicle that makes its proprietor independent of 
the railway, the tram, and other means of public transport.” 
Only as “an indispensable tool” that extended its owner’s pro¬ 
fessional sphere and thereby promised to boost earnings did the 
automobile justify the substantial financial outlay and the per¬ 
sonal labor required for its upkeep. Most Germans who bought 
a car during the Weimar Republic were motivated by tangible 
material benefits. 48 

At the same time, owners insisted that they regarded their cars 
as far more than prosaic work instruments. Despite its profes¬ 
sional benefits, they pointed out, the automobile revealed its true 
appeal in private life outside working hours. As a matter of fact, 
many drivers praised the car as an effective antidote to the pres¬ 
sures of professional life as well as workaday tedium. “At the 
end of a workday,” a car owner enthused, “there is probably no 
more enjoyable pleasure for the harassed and stressed-out city 
dweller than fleeing from the urban sea of houses with a little, 
swift car.” While many car owners counted themselves among 
“the modest, yet respectable middle class” and therefore did not 
experience the harsh forms of alienation widely associated with, 
say, manual factory labor, they nonetheless emphasized that 
genuine self-fulfillment could be found only outside professional 
contexts. 49 

After working hours and during weekends and holidays, the 
car morphed from a professional tool into a means of escape 
that literally allowed people to get away from it all. Like no other 
form of transport had done before, the automobile enhanced the 
liberating effect of spare-time activities. As one advocate of the 
car complained, railways “tortured” passengers by “squeezing” 
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them into “overcrowded” carriages that traveled according to 
set timetables and tracks. By contrast, motor vehicles offered far 
more freedom, flexibility, and comfort, giving drivers a chance to 
choose their fellow travelers as well as routes and speeds while 
taking breaks along the journey. As they gained “complete inde¬ 
pendence,” car owners praised their vehicles for making them 
feel like “lords” and “pashas.” The automobile liberated free time, 
thereby fostering a sense of personal autonomy that middle-class 
drivers missed in everyday life. The automobile’s capacity to en¬ 
rich private life functioned within strict limits, however. Most 
small vehicles accommodated two or three people at best. Driv¬ 
ers, therefore, found it difficult to praise the motorcar’s potential 
to enhance family life during the Weimar Republic. Although 
small automobiles undoubtedly strengthened a sense of personal 
autonomy, they were still a far cry from qualifying as fully fledged 
family vehicles. 50 

Like ramblers on foot, Weimar Germans going for a Sunday 
drive visited picturesque ruins of churches and castles, stopped 
at lakes for a swim, napped in meadows, and took in scenic vis¬ 
tas. Given the absence of alcohol limits, they also took advantage 
of restaurants, pubs, and taverns situated along their itineraries, 
often beginning their excursion with a breakfast of “broth and 
beer,” followed by lunch as well as coffee and cake in the afternoon 
before completing the trip with a dinner accompanied by “wheat 
beer and petroleum,” the latter a high-octane spirit. Some out¬ 
ings turned into booze cruises, but most accounts convey that 
automobilists, rather than employing the car for cultural experi¬ 
mentation, were in pursuit of profoundly conventional and idyl¬ 
lic pleasures. As such, the motorcar promised an escape not only 
from workaday life but also from the political, social, and eco¬ 
nomic turmoil that characterized the Weimar Republic. Above all, 
a yearning for an unspectacular normality fueled middle-class 
desire for the automobile in the twenties. 51 
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Nonetheless, the automobile’s appeal was by no means limited 
to the quiet pleasures enjoyed by middle-class car ramblers. 
While numerous commentators had denounced motor vehicles 
as a novel hazard in Germany (and elsewhere) before 1914, new 
traffic laws and a process of accommodation between drivers 
and public had long undermined fundamental opposition to the 
automobile by the 1920s. 52 As fundamental animosity faded, the 
automobile consolidated its status as an object of veneration far 
beyond the circles of car owners. The virtually boundless enthu¬ 
siasm the car elicited in Weimar Germany manifested itself most 
visibly among the mass audiences at the nation’s racetracks. De¬ 
spite deep political crisis and economic hardship in May 1932, 
the German Grand Prix on Berlin’s AVUS circuit attracted over 
three hundred thousand spectators. “Berlin was in the grip of a 
previously unknown racing mania,” a journalist gasped. “Who¬ 
ever could somehow find the money invested it in an AVUS 
ticket,” including “the unemployed [who] went hungry to afford 
a standing-room ticket.” Commentators of all political stripes 
agreed that spectators were richly rewarded with “a gigantic 
struggle” as Manfred von Brauchitsch and Rudolf Caraciola, 
Germany’s most popular racing drivers “chased each other” at 
“terrifying speeds” in excess of 140 mph. 53 

The media storms that accompanied events like the 1932 AVUS 
race did more than celebrate auto racers as daredevils. The thrill 
of the racetrack aligned the motorcar with numerous other tech¬ 
nologies whose velocity and power had long fascinated the pub¬ 
lic in Germany and elsewhere. Railways, ships, airplanes, air¬ 
ships, motorbikes—all these and other “technological wonders” 
fueled the public imagination as they covered growing distances 
in shorter amounts of time, prompting numerous observers to 
extol the “conquest of nature.” Ever since the 1850s, technologi¬ 
cal exploits had been greeted by a swelling chorus that took 
mankind’s expanding control over the natural world as evidence 
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for the advent of a novel era whose characteristics differed from 
all previous historical epochs: “modern times.” In the eyes of many 
contemporaries, the motorcar counted among the technologies 
set to propel mankind into a new and exciting “modern age.” 54 

That this appealing technology remained beyond most people’s 
reach frustrated the citizens of the Weimar Republic. Regardless 
of political affiliation, the press lamented the absence of an af¬ 
fordable automobile. When Hanomag unveiled its small vehicle 
at the Berlin auto show in 1924, the liberal Berliner Tageblatt 
welcomed it as “an option for all social circles.” The leading So¬ 
cial Democrat daily Vorwarts, however, disagreed with this as¬ 
sessment in its review symptomatically entitled “the absent peo¬ 
ple’s automobile.” In addition to being “much too expensive,” 
the left-leaning daily explained, the Hanomag two-seater with 
its one-cylinder engine fell short on several technical counts. “An 
automobile for the people needs to be designed as a four-seater, 
feature a water-cooled four-cylinder engine, and possess detach¬ 
able wheels and rims. Electrical lights and an automatic starter 
ought to be a matter of course. The sales price would have to 
become as cheap as imaginable,” the paper concluded as it articu¬ 
lated the need for an inexpensive family vehicle that was easy to 
maintain and repair. When General Motors took over Opel five 
years later, the issue was still debated in similar terms. The Ber¬ 
liner Tageblatt commented that “a small car with a low purchase 
price and cheap maintenance costs” represented an indispensable 
prerequisite for the social extension of car ownership. Although 
calls for an affordable family vehicle surfaced right to the Wei¬ 
mar Republic’s end, the topic never made it to the forefront of 
the public agenda. 55 

A car for the wider population remained a secondary public con¬ 
cern not only because the Weimar Republic confronted far more 
pressing problems as a consequence of chronic economic and 
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political instability. Rather, the issue itself was a nonstarter. As 
long as incomes remained low and automobile prices high, the 
“people’s car” remained an amorphous concept that circulated 
in the background but never took center stage in the public 
sphere despite a profound affection for the automobile in wider 
society. To be sure, Henry Ford had demonstrated how to mass- 
produce a basic, cheap, and reliable automobile, but his triumph 
also revealed the economic gulf that separated the United States 
and the Weimar Republic. As long as depressed wages and sala¬ 
ries restricted demand, firms had few incentives to invest in the 
mechanized manufacturing methods that held the key to lower¬ 
ing auto prices. Conversely, as long as cars remained expensive, 
only a small number of middle-class customers, who venerated 
the car as a source of professional gain and private pleasures, 
could contemplate buying a vehicle. Although German society 
displayed considerable desire for the automobile, it failed to pro¬ 
duce substantial commercial demand. The German auto industry 
and its potential customers were thus jointly caught in a dead¬ 
lock that appeared impossible to break with the help of a “peo¬ 
ple’s car” within the foreseeable future. In fact, when the Ger¬ 
man economy collapsed in the wake of the crash on Wall Street 
in 1929, the prospect of a car for all became an even more dis¬ 
tant prospect than it had been for much of the preceding decade, 
highlighting the material limits of Weimar’s social modernity. 
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A Symbol of the National 
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On July 30, 1938, Henry Ford celebrated his seventy-fifth birth¬ 
day amid much pomp and circumstance in Detroit, beginning 
in the morning with a party involving eight thousand children 
who sang “Happy Birthday” and ending in the evening with a 
banquet for fifteen hundred diners. Among the very few well- 
wishers whom the renowned industrialist received in person that 
day was Karl Kapp, the German consul in Cleveland. Kapp 
owed the privilege of meeting Ford face to face to a special gift 
he bore on Adolf Hitler’s behalf. Citing Ford’s “pioneering work 
in motorization and in making cars available to the masses,” the 
consul awarded the American entrepreneur the Grand Cross of 
the Order of the German Eagle, the highest honor the Nazi state 
could bestow on a foreigner. 1 

This decoration, which provoked immediate anger among the 
American Jewish community, reflected the high esteem in which 
Hitler had long held Ford. Although the head of the Nazi regime 
regarded the United States with deep ambivalence for its demo¬ 
cratic constitution, the global appeal of its popular culture, and 
its supposed materialism, as well as its geopolitical power, he 
was unwavering in his admiration for the tycoon from Detroit. 
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As early as 1922, Ford’s portrait adorned Hitler’s private office 
in Munich. 2 Like many other Europeans, Hitler marveled at 
Ford’s commercial success, viewing him as a social benefactor 
for developing an affordable car as well as for doubling workers’ 
wages. Yet Hitler’s admiration extended far beyond the car mak¬ 
er’s entrepreneurial activities. In particular, the Nazi leader was 
taken by the infamous anti-Semitic tracts entitled The Interna¬ 
tional Jew that appeared under Ford’s name in the early twen¬ 
ties. Hitler not only agreed with Ford’s denunciation of “the 
Jew” as the “grasper after world control”; in the context of 
Germany’s political and economic turmoil in the immediate post¬ 
war years, he was one of many on the German right to share the 
American’s arbitrary charge that “the main source of the sick¬ 
ness of the German national body” was “the influence of the 
Jews.” In the early twenties, Hitler, who was then establishing 
himself as the leader of the Nazi Party, went so far as to place 
The International Jew prominently on a list of mostly anti- 
Semitic “books that every National Socialist must know.” While 
Ford made a halfhearted attempt to distance himself from the 
anti-Jewish tirades published in his name at the close of the twen¬ 
ties, he was not prepared to turn down an award from the radi¬ 
cally anti-Semitic regime that had directly sought his company’s 
advice more than once in the previous two years. 3 

Neither the German nor the American acknowledged that the 
medal was also a reward for the counsel the Nazi government 
had recently received from Ford’s company. Starting in 1936, 
several German delegations had consulted the Ford works as the 
Nazi leadership pursued an ambitious plan for mass motoriza¬ 
tion. In light of the economic conditions that had hampered the 
proliferation of the automobile after World War I, Germany 
made a highly unlikely candidate for such an enterprise, not least 
since the depression of the late twenties and early thirties had 
further impoverished large sections of the population. Tackling 
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seemingly insurmountable obstacles, however, did not deter the 
National Socialists, or so they at least claimed on numerous oc¬ 
casions. On the contrary, Hitler relished striking public poses 
that cast him and his followers as launching daring initiatives 
that others did not even contemplate. In his address at the Berlin 
auto show in 1937, the fiihrer invoked his own career trajectory 
as an illustration of National Socialism’s defiant fanaticism, in¬ 
cidentally offering a glimpse of the energies behind the regime’s 
cumulative radicalization that would set the world alight in 
1939: “I need not assure you that a man who has managed to 
rise from the rank of an unknown soldier ... to the leadership of 
a nation will also manage to solve the coming problems. No one 
shall doubt my determination to implement the plans I have 
made whatever it takes.” 4 

If the National Socialists staged themselves as a force drawn 
to audacious missions, it was anything but self-evident why they 
included mass motorization among their high-profile initiatives. 
After all, attempts to render the motorcar accessible to the wider 
population possessed only tenuous connections with the aggres¬ 
sive expansionist agenda that represented Nazi Germany’s ulti¬ 
mate policy aim. However, for all its radicalism, racism, milita¬ 
rism, and political repressiveness, the regime was by no means 
impervious to the mood of the German people. While it remains 
unclear to what extent the government’s increasingly radical po¬ 
litical and racist measures met with approval and support in 
German society at large, policies catering to private aspirations, 
such as the provision of cheap holiday trips, proved deeply pop¬ 
ular. Given the strong appeal the automobile had exerted in the 
twenties—especially on the middle class, which formed a solid 
core of Nazi Party voters—populism provided an important mo¬ 
tive for the regime’s push ahead on the development of a car for 
all. As the regime pledged to render accessible a consumer good 
that had hitherto remained altogether unaffordable for the vast 
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majority of the population, it sought to portray Nazi Germany 
as an attractive country that had much to offer to its people. The 
“people’s car” was only one of many consumer items that the 
dictatorship included in visions of an affluent National Socialist 
future. The plan to design and market a car for the wider popu¬ 
lation possessed intimate links to National Socialism’s ideologi¬ 
cal preoccupations and thus went beyond a pragmatic initiative 
to bring a highly desirable consumer durable within the reach 
of more consumers. In fact, the quest for a “people’s car” corre¬ 
sponded to and aimed to enhance wider attempts on the Nazi 
government’s part to remodel German society. Efforts to turn 
Germany into a country of car owners were closely tied to other 
policies promoting the automobile in general and coincided 
with measures to establish a new culture of driving in keeping 
with a broader vision of a modern National Socialist nation. As 
much as opportunism, ideology drove the Nazi project for a 
“people’s car.” 5 

When the National Socialists joined the government on January 
30,1933, Hitler and his followers moved with unexpected speed 
to push aside the conservative majority in the cabinet and con¬ 
solidate their power through “a combination of pseudo-legal 
measures, terror, manipulation—and willing collaboration,” as Ian 
Kershaw has summarized. 6 After the dramatic economic slump 
since 1929, which had seen unemployment in Germany rise to 
six million, and the widespread political turmoil during the Wei¬ 
mar Republic’s final years that the Nazis had fanned through 
street terror, only a comprehensive “national revolution” could 
save the country, proclaimed Hitler’s followers. Casting them¬ 
selves as right-wing revolutionaries, the National Socialists 
sought to rejuvenate the nation. In order to combat the allegedly 
pernicious effects of Marxism, liberalism, democracy, and politi¬ 
cal pluralism, as well as a form of capitalism that placed class 
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interests before those of the nation, the Nazis advanced a vision 
of a novel powerful Germany. 

According to the conglomerate of ideas that constituted Nazi 
ideology, a racially homogeneous, yet socially hierarchical 
“people’s community” (Volksgemeinschaft) of “Aryans” pro¬ 
vided the cornerstone for “Germany’s rebirth.” As a best seller 
penned by the party’s press secretary in 1934 stated, the Third 
Reich aimed to restore “the immutable values of the Nordic 
race” that rest “deep in the German soul.” 7 Nazi ideology re¬ 
volved around a quest to recover and reinvigorate the racial 
foundations of the Volk, a term only imperfectly translated by 
the English word “people,” with its lack of racial overtones. 
Without a renewal of the “people,” the argument ran, it would 
prove impossible for the nation “to maintain itself and rise to 
new greatness” in a Darwinist international environment. The 
construction of the “people’s community” not only motivated 
the persecution of political opponents as well as the progressive 
exclusion of the Jews alongside other so-called “community 
aliens” (Gemeinschaftsfremde); it also fueled the imperial quest 
for “living space” (Lebensraum) through wars of aggression in 
eastern Europe, for which the Nazis, immediately upon gaining 
power, began to prepare for through a vast rearmament drive. 8 

The rhetoric of racial regeneration lent National Socialism a 
deeply atavistic quality. While Soviet socialists of the thirties can 
be compared to engineers who forged an altogether new type of 
socialist person as a first step toward communism, the Nazis are 
better understood as archaeologists in pursuit of racial restora¬ 
tion. National Socialism’s emphasis on purportedly immutable 
racial traits implied that it aimed to excavate and reawaken 
qualities in the German people that lay dormant beneath the 
debris of misdirected historical change. 9 Despite this atavistic 
core of its “blood and soil” ideology, National Socialism was not 
an antimodern movement that wished to turn back the historical 
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clock. The Nazis not only enlisted numerous scientists, including 
medical doctors, eugenicists, biologists, and psychiatrists, in their 
racial project; they also repeatedly claimed that the nation could 
only hope to assert itself economically and militarily with the 
help of a highly productive industrial sector. Beyond promoting 
productivist notions, the Nazis urged the “people’s community” 
to follow Hitler, who frequently traveled by car and airplane, in 
adopting “a thoroughly modern lifestyle using the newest tech¬ 
nological instruments.” In short, the Nazis sought to create a 
highly technicized environment permeated by a spirit of moder¬ 
nity in which unalterable racial characteristics of the German 
people would flourish powerfully. 10 

The National Socialists’ fascination with technology helps to 
explain why Hitler, who had been in office less than two weeks, 
took the time to open the International Automobile and Motor¬ 
cycle Exhibition in Berlin on February 11,1933. While the Reich 
chancellors of the Weimar Republic had declined similar invita¬ 
tions, the dictator accepted gladly, a gesture the show’s organiz¬ 
ers acknowledged with a donation of 100,000 reichsmarks to 
his campaign fund. Hitler, in fact, was a long-standing car enthu¬ 
siast who never learned to drive, but thoroughly enjoyed being 
chauffeured in the high-end Mercedes limousines the party had 
put at his disposal since the mid-twenties. Speaking in front of 
Germany’s leading car managers in Berlin, he declared that the 
automobile ranked “alongside the airplane” as “mankind’s most 
marvelous means of transport.” His government, the leader con¬ 
tinued, would break with previous policies that had allegedly 
“done heavy damage to German car manufacturing” and instead 
“promote this most important industry in the future.” From his 
earliest days in office, Hitler launched car-friendly policies that 
set the ideological context for the quest for the “people’s car.” 11 

The “encouragement of sporting events” was the first pledge 
Hitler held out to Germany’s auto managers in February 1933. 
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Between 1933 and 1939, the national government paid over five 
million reichsmarks in subsidies to the racing teams maintained 
by Daimler-Benz and Auto Union. This sum covered less than a 
quarter of the costs for auto racing, but lent both teams a com¬ 
petitive advantage and contributed to their unprecedented su¬ 
premacy on Europe’s tracks. From 1934 to 1937, German cars 
won no fewer than nineteen of the twenty-three Grand Prix 
competitions and set numerous speed records in excess of 250 
mph. Held in front of hundreds of thousands of spectators, these 
races possessed a significance that went far beyond their charac¬ 
ter as mass spectacles of speed. As a motoring journal gushed 
in 1936, the contests between Auto Union’s V-16, 5.8-liter, 
450-horsepower cars and Mercedes-Benz’s “silver arrows,” with 
their eight-cylinder, 4.2-liter engines developing 420 horsepower, 
demonstrated that the “modern racing car” made in Germany 
“absolutely dominates this era of motor sport.” The party press 
meanwhile interpreted triumphs on the racetrack as illustrations 
of “the importance of German technology and Germany’s will to 
rise to power.” After 1933, the press repeatedly narrated victo¬ 
ries as evidence of swift national regeneration. When German 
competitors occupied all three places on the podium in Monaco 
in 1936, a reporter celebrated this feat with a turn of phrase 
that, in light of later developments, gains a profoundly ominous 
quality: “Germany has won a hot battle in superior manner— 
now we advance to further battles.” 12 

If the promotion of automotive competitions reflected Na¬ 
tional Socialism’s aggressive desire for international supremacy, 
the second initiative Hitler announced in Berlin in February 1933 
promised comprehensive domestic reconstruction. According to 
the dictator, “the implementation of a generous road-building 
program” presented a task of high national priority. Drawing on 
proposals from the Weimar Republic, the regime unveiled an am- 
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bitious scheme in June 1933 to complete six thousand kilome¬ 
ters of four-lane, long-distance autobahn —or highways—within 
five years, thereby initiating roadworks on a scale unmatched 
anywhere else at the time. In keeping with the proposal’s ambi¬ 
tious nature, the autobahn attracted propaganda efforts that 
were exceptional even by the Third Reich’s extravagant stan¬ 
dards. After a steady stream of articles, pamphlets, photographs, 
and newsreels had celebrated the project’s early progress, Hitler 
opened the first stretch between Darmstadt and Frankfurt in 
May 1935 in a choreographed mass ceremony involving over six 
hundred thousand people. Fritz Todt, the scheme’s coordinating 
engineer, used the occasion to praise “Adolf Hitler’s roads” as 
the “symbol of the new Germany.” 13 

The new highways, the official press stressed, revealed their 
significance on several levels. In cultural terms, the Nazis regarded 
the highways as proof of Germany’s creative vitality. Soon 
dubbed the “pyramids of the Reich,” the autobahns, a glossy 
party publication declared, would etch the Third Reich “into the 
book of world history.” As they hoped to muscle their way into 
the world’s cultural heritage by road building, the Nazis tied this 
infrastructure project to the “people’s community.” Beyond of¬ 
fering future commercial advantages, the new, comfortable roads 
would “link the people” across Germany, thereby strengthening 
cohesion among the population, a party official predicted in 
1935. 14 Proponents also celebrated the autobahn as a remedy 
for industrialization’s effects. “We live in a technological age,” a 
brochure explained, “and the more we take possession of it, the 
more we have a desire to return to nature. As the car serves to 
cover large distances quickly, it also serves as a bridge to nature. 
Meanwhile the autobahn is the technologically most advanced 
road, a mediator between man and landscape.” Connecting urban 
areas with the countryside that, according to the gospel of “blood 


50 


The People's Car 


and soil,” provided the fount of regeneration, the highways would 
help sustain the racial foundations in an industrialized Germany, 
this argument implied. Last, but not least, the autobahns were 
expected to contribute to the restoration of the “people’s commu¬ 
nity” through a huge public-works program. Promising to recruit 
over three hundred thousand unemployed workers and inject over 
five billion reichsmarks into the national economy, Hitler boasted 
in 1933 that the autobahn marked “a milestone for the construc¬ 
tion of the German Volksgemeinschaft.” 15 

Although the fanfare surrounding the autobahn underpinned 
assumptions that road building supported the country’s recov¬ 
ery and reduced unemployment, the program fell drastically 
short of the regime’s promises. 16 Never employing more than 
124,000 workers, the autobahn resembled other public job- 
creation programs in Nazi Germany in making “little if any contri¬ 
bution to the ongoing reduction in unemployment.” Joblessness 
dropped in Nazi Germany because of a wider economic upturn 
that had set in during the summer of 1932—half a year before 
the Nazis took power. Once the regime was in power, its eco¬ 
nomic stimulus derived from a debt-fueled armament drive that 
disrupted public finances and caused acute shortages of con¬ 
struction material and manpower, thus delaying road building. 
Although no other country possessed roads like Nazi Germany’s 
thirty-nine hundred kilometers of four-lane highways in 1942, 
the autobahn network remained patchy and years behind sched¬ 
ule. In economic and infrastructural terms, the highway program 
was a spectacular failure. Nonetheless, the emphasis that propa¬ 
ganda placed on the autobahn’s capacity to enhance labor mar¬ 
kets, national cohesion, and racial regeneration established a 
firm link between motorization policy and the invigoration of 
the “people’s community.” 17 

Other initiatives pointed toward a similar ideological target. 
If motorization policies were to contribute to German society’s 
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remaking in the image of the National Socialist “people’s com¬ 
munity,” the argument within the government ran, far more than 
an improved infrastructure was required. In addition to launch¬ 
ing a construction program, the regime sought to turn Germany’s 
expanding roads into public arenas that put the Volksgemein- 
schaft and its behavioral ethos on display. To bring the conduct 
of road users in line with the notion of the “people’s commu¬ 
nity,” the government undertook a far-reaching attempt to reshape 
Germany’s quotidian traffic culture and passed a new Reich 
Highway Code in May 1934. This new framework replaced the 
previous, uneven system of regional road regulations in which 
speed limits had differed significantly across Germany. Beyond 
providing an example of the “coordination” (Gleichschaltung) 
through which the new regime consolidated its power, this initia¬ 
tive strove to infuse the country’s driving culture with new be¬ 
havioral standards. Paragraph 25 of the code stated that “every 
participant in public traffic has to behave in a manner that nei¬ 
ther endangers nor obstructs nor impairs anyone more than is 
altogether inevitable in a given situation.” This stipulation gave 
drivers extensive leeway in determining their road conduct be¬ 
cause they could do just about anything short of imperiling each 
other. “As long as the road is free,” a journalist commented in 
1934, “one can drive according to one’s wishes,” adding explic¬ 
itly that, in the absence of oncoming traffic on a two-lane road, 
drivers did not have to remain on the right. Furthermore, the 
code abolished all speed restrictions. While cars and other vehi¬ 
cles had previously been barred from going faster than twenty to 
twenty-five miles per hour within built-up areas, the Nazi gov¬ 
ernment left the determination of appropriate speeds to those 
behind the wheel. In a move that appears at odds with the regime’s 
dictatorial character, the new traffic code curbed state control, 
placed considerable trust in drivers, and granted them unprece¬ 
dented latitude. 18 
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To some extent, the highway code was a response to calls from 
the automobile lobby, which had opposed speed limits for years. 
Moreover, the new guidelines fit in with a wider European move¬ 
ment against the supposed overregulation of the road, which, for 
instance, had led British legislators to repeal all speed limits in 
1930. In the United Kingdom, lawmakers abolished speed limits 
because they credited the middle-class drivers, who made up the 
majority of British car owners, with the discipline to follow “in¬ 
formal, gentlemanly codes of behavior,” thereby minimizing reck¬ 
lessness. 19 While the German government also placed its faith in 
the power of informal conventions to guide road conduct, the 
British gentleman was not the inspiration behind the Nazis’ move. 
Rather, the Reich traffic code amounted to an enactment of “Na¬ 
tional Socialist ideas,” a party handbook entitled People to the 
Gun insisted in 1934. As it granted drivers more autonomy and 
removed speed restrictions, the highway code and its paragraph 
25 did anything but promote anarchy. On the contrary, it ranked 
“common good above individual good,” the publication ex¬ 
plained, because a sense of mutual obligation was supposed to 
control road conduct. In a deeply ironic twist to its title, People to 
the Gun called upon drivers to subscribe to the maxim “consider¬ 
ation of everybody for everybody.” It was by no means an isolated 
appeal for prudent behavior on the road in Nazi Germany. As the 
party paper Volkischer Beobachter clarified, steering a large car 
“with strong horsepower .. . does not increase [a driver’s] rights, 
but his duties to treat others with consideration.” As late as 1939, 
Hitler threw his weight behind this principle, denouncing those 
who “treat other people’s comrades [Volksgenossen] inconsider¬ 
ately [as] fundamentally un-National Socialist.” 20 

Party officials and the press declared “chivalry” and “disci¬ 
pline” as the virtues fostering driving styles that would prevent 
mayhem and maintain “order” in the absence of speed limits. 21 
Extending to all road users from pedestrians and bicyclists to 
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motorcyclists and drivers, the ethos of mutual consideration was 
supposed to establish a new “traffic community” (Verkebrsge- 
meinscbaft). Frequently invoked by party members, transport 
experts, and legal commentators, the “traffic community” was 
intended to offer “a mirror image of a people’s community,” ac¬ 
cording to the party handbook cited above. A primer for car 
owners from 1938 hit a similar note: “Driver, set an example of 
comradeship and chivalry behind the wheel. The traffic commu¬ 
nity is a piece of the people’s community.” 22 Although the “traf¬ 
fic community” was in principle open to both sexes, the empha¬ 
sis repeatedly placed on “chivalry” reveals that, in keeping with 
National Socialism’s deeply ingrained, hierarchical gender no¬ 
tions, the regime expected drivers to be primarily men. 

The formula of the “traffic community” took up several core 
concerns of Nazi ideology. For everyone from lowly pedestrians 
to bicyclists to motorcycle and car owners, it was intended to 
“bridge existing class antagonisms,” as People to the Gun claimed. 
At the same time, the regime by no means aimed to level the hi¬ 
erarchy between various road users, but promoted a code that 
acknowledged and moderated the differences between a highly 
powered minority of drivers and a majority that commanded 
less forceful machines or none at all. Responsibility for the smooth 
operation of the “traffic community” primarily rested with its 
“members,” the road users themselves, among whom automobil- 
ists carried a particular responsibility, given their position at the 
apex of the hierarchy. The authorities took a background role in 
this novel form of community. Rather than tightly control day- 
to-day traffic affairs, state bodies, including the police, received 
directives to focus on driver education. Egregious offenders caus¬ 
ing accidents faced punishment, but, as a legal commentator re¬ 
marked, an “exceptionally generous” spirit characterized the 
new traffic order, trusting Germans on the road to find a modus 
vivendi on the basis of mutual respect. 23 


54 


The People's Car 


Collectivistic and individualistic elements, then, characterized 
the concept of the “traffic community.” After all, participation in 
traffic could give rise to a sense of community only if drivers and 
other road users developed sufficient individual initiative to fill 
their respective roles. Rather than merely put masses of Germans 
into cars, the Nazis quite literally envisaged the mobilization of 
individuals on a broad scale. In addition to supporting their 
quest for a “traffic community,” this acknowledgment of the 
individual was also designed to enhance the emancipatory 
character with which leading Nazis credited the automobile. In 
his speech at the Berlin auto show in February 1933, Hitler illus¬ 
trated the car’s liberating effects by contrasting it with the rail¬ 
road, whose set routes and schedules had allegedly brought “in¬ 
dividual liberty in transport to an end.” The advent of the motorcar, 
however, gave “mankind a mode of transport that obeyed one’s 
own orders. ... Not the timetable, but man’s will” determined 
the car journey. It was thus only consistent for the regime, a legal 
expert pointed out, to support the automobile’s liberating prop¬ 
erties through legislation that guaranteed “maximum freedom in 
traffic.” Irrespective of its celebration of collectivism on count¬ 
less occasions, the regime cast itself as a champion of individualism 
in its motorization policies. 24 

Of course, the National Socialist “traffic community” was pred¬ 
icated on a deeply illiberal, discriminatory variant of individual¬ 
ism. In keeping with its ideological proximity to the racially 
homogeneous “people’s community,” it predictably accorded no 
place to Germany’s Jewish population. While the country’s lead¬ 
ing car club, ADAC, expelled its Jewish members as early as May 
1933, the state banned Jewish drivers from the nation’s roads in 
the context of anti-Jewish measures following the violence dur¬ 
ing so-called Kristallnacht (or Night of Broken Glass) on No¬ 
vember 9, 1938, which resulted in the death of ninety-one Jews 
and the vandalization of 267 synagogues as well as about 7,500 
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businesses. Over the following month, the government barred 
Jews from access to cultural institutions, deprived them of wel¬ 
fare payments, and inaugurated a wave of expropriations. On 
December 3, 1938, Heinrich Himmler, chief of police and head 
of the SS, prohibited all German Jews from driving and owning 
automobiles. Victor Klemperer, a fifty-seven-year-old professor of 
Jewish descent who had become a passionate driver since passing 
his test three years earlier, paraphrased Himmler’s decree accu¬ 
rately: “The Jews were ‘unreliable,’ therefore could not be permit¬ 
ted to sit behind the steering wheel. Moreover, their driving activi¬ 
ties insulted the German traffic community, not least since they 
dared to use the autobahns built by German workers’ hands. This 
ban hits us exceptionally hard.” 25 The individualistic elements of 
the “traffic community” were thus closely correlated with the re¬ 
gime’s racist preoccupations. In the Third Reich, the promotion of 
the automobile went hand in hand with anti-Semitism. 

The “traffic community” did not live up to the Nazis’ high 
hopes. The repeal of speed limits as well as comparatively lax 
traffic supervision left the authorities with few tools to counter 
the extraordinarily high proportion of lethal traffic accidents. 
From 1933 to 1939, between 6,500 and 8,000 Germans per¬ 
ished on the road annually, marking the Reich as Europe’s most 
dangerous traffic environment. In 1939, Hitler railed against this 
recalcitrant trend. “The men,” he thundered, “who deprive the 
nation of 7,000 dead and 30,000 to 40,000 injured are a plague 
on the people [Volk], Their actions are irresponsible, and their 
punishment is therefore a matter of course.” By identifying care¬ 
less driving and “speeding” as the main causes of accidents, the 
dictator indirectly admitted that the regime’s policies of regula¬ 
tion had failed. As a result, the administration modified the high¬ 
way code in November 1937 and allowed the police to prosecute 
not only drivers directly responsible for crashes but also those 
who endangered traffic without causing accidents. Since death 
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rates remained high, the regime went one step further in May 
1939 and reimposed speed limits at roughly forty miles per hour 
in towns and sixty on the open road. By the government’s own 
admission, too many road users failed to adopt circumspect be¬ 
havior behind the wheel. The figure of the caring, considerate 
Nazi driver, on which the administration’s regulatory policies 
rested, remained an ideological fiction. 26 

More than ruthless behavior behind the wheel, however, it 
was the flagging proliferation of the automobile in German soci¬ 
ety that provided the most important impediment to the devel¬ 
opment of a fully fledged “traffic community.” If the regime 
considered the car “the most modern means of transport,” as the 
fiihrer proclaimed in 1934, a community of road users domi¬ 
nated by pedestrians and bicyclists fell well short of National 
Socialism’s vision of a Germany at the forefront of technological 
developments. To be sure, auto sales increased steadily after the 
Nazis came to power. At unemployment’s peak in 1932, the car 
market had been practically lifeless. That year, owners decom¬ 
missioned almost one-third of all German cars to save money, 
and dealerships sold a mere forty-eight thousand vehicles. In the 
following year, sales of new cars rose to ninety-four thousand. In 
part, this upward trend reflected tax exemptions the regime 
granted in 1933 to reduce maintenance expenses by up to 15 
percent. The government also lowered the cost for driver’s li¬ 
censes in late December 1933. The expansion of the auto market 
continued until the outbreak of World War II. In 1937, the num¬ 
ber of registered cars exceeded 1 million for the first time and 
reached 1.3 million in 1939. Beyond the government’s financial 
alleviations, the wider economic recovery supported sales, as did 
falling manufacturing costs. Opel, for instance, cut the price of 
its twenty-three-horsepower, four-seater P4 model from 1,990 
reichsmarks in 1934 to 1,450 reichsmarks in 1936, a move that 
helped the General Motors subsidiary consolidate its dominant 
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position in Germany with a market share of over 40 percent. 
Although the rate of automobile ownership rose from 1 in 135 
to 1 in 61 persons from 1932 to 1937, this trend did little to 
close the gap between Germany and Western European rivals. 
After all, Great Britain and France had reached similar levels a 
decade earlier. 27 

Roughly a year after coming to power, the regime added an ambi¬ 
tious call for mass motorization to its vision of a technologically 
modern, highly motorized “people’s community.” Returning to the 
auto show in Berlin in March 1934 after about a year in power, 
Hitler painted a gloomy picture of the nation’s automotive affairs. 
To match existing British and American levels, Germany’s car 
pool had to increase from its current half million to three million 
or twelve million vehicles respectively. “The statement that [the 
present state of affairs] reflects our people’s general living stan¬ 
dard or its economic and technical capacity is utter nonsense,” 
Hitler lectured the nation’s auto managers, swiping aside the sec¬ 
tor’s long-standing commercial difficulties. In addition to raising 
issues of national prestige, the comparative scarcity of automo¬ 
biles on Germany’s roads posed a social problem in Hitler’s eyes. 
That “millions of decent, industrious, and hardworking fellow 
citizens” could not contemplate purchasing a car allegedly left the 
fiihrer with a “bitter feeling.” It was high time, he went on, for the 
automobile to lose its “class-based and, as a sad consequence, 
class-dividing character” by affording “ever greater masses of the 
people the opportunity” to buy a vehicle. Bringing the car within 
the reach of broader sections of society, Hitler pointed out, would 
broaden access to a “useful” object and tap a rich “source of joy¬ 
ful happiness on Sundays and during holidays,” which currently 
remained the preserve of the social elite. In short, the government 
aimed to transform the automobile’s status within German society 
from a tool of social exclusion into one of cohesion. 
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Responsibility for this transformation rested on the shoulders 
of the car manufacturers, as Hitler saw “the German car indus¬ 
try’s most important task [as] pushing ahead the construction of 
the car that will inevitably open up a group of new buyers that 
runs in the millions.” In particular, such a vehicle had to “adapt 
its price to the spending power of millions of potential buyers.” 
As he called on the motor industry to design a cheap car for Ger¬ 
many’s comprehensive motorization, Hitler outlined how he an¬ 
ticipated his extravagant demand to be implemented. The car 
sector, he urged, should model its approach on the radio indus¬ 
try, which, between May and August 1933, had formed a con¬ 
sortium under the auspices of Joseph Goebbels’s propaganda 
ministry to develop and produce a basic radio set for the low- 
end market. 28 Officially named the “people’s receiver” (Volks- 
empfdnger), this simple radio cost 76 reichsmarks—roughly a 
quarter less than conventional sets. The Volksempfanger sold 
like hotcakes, attracting around half a million orders within four 
months of its launch, in part because an installment plan al¬ 
lowed customers to spread payments. While this wireless re¬ 
mained altogether uncompetitive in international markets domi¬ 
nated by far more sophisticated, similarly priced American radios, 
it outsold rival models in Germany by a wide margin. As it boosted 
the regime’s ability to beam its propaganda messages into the 
home, the “people’s receiver” brought the radio within reach of 
Germans who had previously regarded this consumer item as an 
unaffordable luxury. 29 

By referring to the Volksempfanger in a speech on an econom¬ 
ical car, Hitler did more than recommend to the auto industry a 
collaborative approach to design and production that had proved 
successful in a different context. He also aligned the cheap auto¬ 
mobile with a growing number of consumer products through 
which the regime sought to demonstrate how the emerging 
“people’s community” would raise the average German’s living 
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standard. Over the years, reports about a whole range of “peo¬ 
ple’s products” appeared in the press, all of them, propagandists 
never tired of repeating, proof of National Socialism’s commit¬ 
ment to consigning an economy characterized by shortages to 
the dustbin of history. The “people’s fridge,” the “people’s tele¬ 
vision set,” the “people’s apartment,” the “people’s tractor,” and 
other projected commodities, the government promised, would 
follow the “people’s receiver” and usher the members of the 
Volksgemeinschaft into a novel era of affluence and technologi¬ 
cal modernity. The “people’s car” thus formed part of a wider 
vision of a National Socialist consumer society. Set against the 
background of the recent, profound slump, with mass unem¬ 
ployment and a marked fall in incomes, the prospect of a host of 
“people’s products” clad the regime in a mantle of economic 
boldness whose utopianism was thoroughly in keeping with the 
Nazis’ self-styled image as national revolutionaries. Even while 
most people had been confined to watching cars pass by in the 
street or admiring them at racetracks, exhibitions, and in glossy 
magazines, the regime promised to turn the average German from 
a spectator into a practitioner of modernity by widening auto¬ 
mobile ownership. 30 

In his speech at the 1934 Berlin auto show, Hitler had avoided 
the term Volkswagen, or “people’s car,” but many knew that this 
was what he had meant. “Who will build the people’s car?” asked 
car magazine Motor und Sport once the exhibition closed. 31 This 
question immediately gave the car industry a serious headache, 
which became even bigger when it learned of the specifications 
for the vehicle drawn up by the Reich transport ministry. By the 
next summer, officials demanded to see the prototype of a car for 
four to five passengers that cost no more than 1,000 reichsmarks, 
traveled at a top speed of fifty miles per hour, consumed between 
four and five liters of fuel over 100 kilometers, and could easily 
be converted for military use by mounting a machine gun on it. 
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The government signaled unmistakably that, in technical terms, 
the “people’s car” was intended to differ fundamentally from the 
small, cramped vehicles at the bottom end of the Weimar auto 
market, which, while traveling at far lower speeds, had found it 
hard to accommodate four passengers. Rather, the regime aimed 
at bringing out a family car at an exceptionally attractive price. 

Germany’s car manufacturers may have been delighted at the 
government’s general pro-car stance as well as the tax cuts enacted 
in 1933, but the call for this affordable vehicle struck the busi¬ 
ness community as fundamentally unworkable. While the request 
for military adaptability could be accommodated by designing 
an alternative body, several other stipulations put the auto in¬ 
dustry in a quandary. No one in the trade deemed the regime’s 
deadline realistic. Moreover, new small cars at the time started 
with dealership prices of around 2,000 reichsmarks. Of course, 
German auto executives understood that low purchase and main¬ 
tenance costs were a precondition for a mass market for automo¬ 
biles, but how a car selling at half the current rate could possibly 
generate profits exceeded their imaginative capacities. As to how 
such a vehicle was to be manufactured on a scale untried in Ger¬ 
many, and who would finance such a vast investment—those were 
issues the industry did not even begin to contemplate in 1934. In 
short, the automobile entrepreneurs found Hitler’s request for a 
“people’s car” altogether unrealistic. 32 

Rather than risk Hitler’s ire by voicing their concerns openly, 
the country’s leading manufacturers played for time. They in¬ 
structed their lobbying body, the Reich Confederation of the 
German Auto Industry (RDA), to endow a research society with 
500,000 reichsmarks and passed the task of developing a proto¬ 
type to an engineering consultancy. A transparent hope lay be¬ 
hind this move. In light of Hitler’s ambitious request, an inde¬ 
pendent expert would confirm the brief’s impracticality and 
prompt the regime to modify or abandon its quest for a “people’s 
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car.” RDA expected the consulting process to reach a foregone 
conclusion, not least because of the vehicle’s low stipulated price. 
In this, the auto industry seriously underestimated the dynamism 
the project was to gain over the next few years. As a matter of 
fact, the manufacturers inadvertently played a decisive role in lend¬ 
ing the project a material foundation because they approached 
an engineer who had no intention of entering the history books 
as the undertaker of the “people’s car.” 33 

A native Austrian born in 1875 and who, like Hitler, pursued 
his high-flying ambitions in Germany, Ferdinand Porsche was an 
aging man in a hurry when RDA contacted his consultancy firm 
in Stuttgart in 1934. Before 1918, he had won his automotive 
spurs with designs for luxury vehicles and a tractor for heavy field 
artillery for the Austrian army. After the collapse of the Austro- 
Hungarian Empire, he moved to the Daimler works in Stuttgart, 
where he oversaw the development of the supercharged SSK 
Mercedes that aroused attention on Europe’s racetracks in the 
late twenties and early thirties. Because of severe cost overruns 
and technical glitches in experiments for a small car, he lost his 
position as engineering director at Daimler-Benz in 1929. Porsche 
was undoubtedly a resourceful engineer, but he was also known 
for his explosive temperament and disregard of financial disci¬ 
pline. While the latter qualities left him, at the age of fifty-four, 
with a reputation in industrial circles as an unemployable per¬ 
fectionist, his dedication to building technically sophisticated 
cars inspired the loyal team of imaginative auto engineers that 
he assembled in his freelance consultancy firm in Stuttgart in the 
years after 1931. 34 

Although RDA’s strategy initially appeared to bear fruit, it 
failed to derail the “people’s car.” Porsche and his team could 
draw on previous studies they had conducted on inexpensive 
economy cars, for motorcycle manufacturers Ziindapp and 
NSU, but when they presented a proposal conceived around a 
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two-stroke, one-liter engine in June 1935, they could not conceal 
that this vehicle would retail at 1,400 to 1,450 reichsmarks. A 
technical commission convened by the German auto industry 
concluded that Porsche had failed to meet the target price, which 
remained at 1,000 reichsmarks. This setback, however, did little 
damage to the project or Porsche’s role in it, because by the 
middle of 1935 the engineer was well on his way to becoming 
Hitler’s confidant in technical matters. Porsche stood high in 
Hitler’s esteem for rewarding the dictator’s trust in May 1933, 
when the engineer was among a delegation from Auto Union 
that lobbied the new head of government for a subsidy for auto 
racing. The Auto Union car Porsche’s development team master¬ 
minded with the funds won competitions within a few months, 
thus laying a foundation for the jubilations in the press over 
Germany’s supposed revitalization that accompanied successes 
on Europe’s racetracks. 35 

Upon his installation as chief designer of the “people’s car,” 
Porsche took great care to cultivate cordial relations with the 
fiihrer. He reported enthusiastically on the project, studiously 
avoiding mention of the numerous technical problems that, for 
instance, beset his team’s efforts to design a lightweight, robust, 
economical engine. While behind closed doors the skeptical 
representatives of the leading car manufacturers ridiculed the 
“people’s car” as “the fuhrer’s pet idea,” Porsche must have 
struck Hitler as the epitome of the “man of action” whom the 
National Socialist press venerated for his energetic persistence in 
pushing aside daunting obstacles. In addition to a selective ap¬ 
proach to the truth, Porsche possessed an assured instinct for 
impressing the leader. On July 11, 1936, the engineer landed a 
particular coup when he secretly took two advanced prototypes 
to Hitler’s Bavarian mountain retreat at Obersalzberg for a dis¬ 
play to a select circle of party grandees including Hermann Goring 
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and head of the autobahn scheme Fritz Todt. The occasion left a 
lasting impression on Hitler, who still reminisced almost six 
years later, in the middle of World War II, about how “these 
people’s cars [had] zipped up and down the Obersalzberg, whiz¬ 
zing around his large Mercedes automobile like bumblebees.” 36 

RDA, meanwhile, grew increasingly alarmed as Porsche de¬ 
manded ever more funds for a vehicle that, as the German car 
industry gradually realized, had the potential of turning into a 
technologically sophisticated competitor in the small-car market. 
When the federation of German car manufacturers eventually 
extracted itself from its contract with Porsche in 1938, it had 
subsidized the project with no less than 1.75 million reichsmarks, 
a princely sum that allowed Hitler’s engineer-of-choice to put his 
previously struggling consultancy on a financially sound footing. 
RDA, which had attempted to torpedo Porsche with several criti¬ 
cal memos, realized it had no choice but to instead accommodate 
him with virtually open funds so as not to exacerbate tensions 
with Hitler. In 1936, the fiihrer returned to the Berlin auto show 
to vent his frustration at the lack of enthusiasm among the na¬ 
tion’s car managers. “I have given orders to pursue the prepara¬ 
tions for the creation of the German people’s car with relentless 
determination,” he declared. “And I will bring them to a conclu¬ 
sion, and that, gentlemen, will be a successful conclusion.” 37 

Two important, intimately linked issues, however, presented 
seemingly intractable problems. None of Porsche’s experimental 
cars could be produced and distributed for the 1,000 reichs¬ 
marks on which Hitler insisted with an eye toward securing 
broad popular appeal. This key obstacle rendered it profoundly 
unclear which concern would manufacture the automobile. 
After all, the project promised nothing but losses. The resolution 
to both questions was characteristic of Hitler’s disregard for 
economic constraints in general. In the euphoria that followed 
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the demonstration of the two prototypes at Obersalzberg on July 
11,1936, the dictator decreed a retail price of 990 reichsmarks—a 
highly symbolic amount, which may have signaled the vehicle’s 
affordability, but lacked all financial viability. On the same date, 
the regime’s inner circle also decided to exclude existing auto¬ 
makers from the production of the “people’s car.” Instead, they 
planned to erect a new factory with an annual capacity for three 
hundred thousand automobiles that would start delivery by 
early 1938. 

Rather than alert Hitler to the financially unrealistic nature 
of this plan, Porsche sensed an opportunity to pursue a personal 
ambition that extended far beyond his task as the prototype’s 
designer. “I cannot help gaining the impression that Porsche is 
nurturing the dream of becoming the technical director of a big 
specialized works for the construction of the people’s car,” Robert 
Allmers, the head of Daimler-Benz, had observed several months 
earlier. Hitler’s favorite engineer, in other words, had made no 
secret of his hope that the leader would create a new factory for 
the “people’s car.” As the project’s most loyal supporter, Porsche 
clearly had good chances to run this facility. In the autumn of 
1936, he traveled to Michigan for an inspection tour of the 
world’s most advanced car factories. The Ford works at River 
Rouge attracted his particular curiosity. 38 

The decision to build a vast factory for the “people’s car” re¬ 
veals how, in their ambition and joint defiance of economic fun¬ 
damentals, Hitler and Porsche complemented each other. Porsche’s 
prototype assured Hitler that the vision of a mass motorized 
“people’s community” lay within the regime’s reach. Meanwhile, 
by offering Porsche a dual role as the designer of the “people’s 
car” and the manager of its production site, the Nazi govern¬ 
ment presented the engineer with the career prospect of a life¬ 
time: he could turn himself into Germany’s Henry Ford. While 
political obsessions fueled Hitler, Porsche was primarily driven 
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A celebratory portrait of Ferdinand 
Porsche (1875-1951), who oversaw 
the creation of the "Strength-through-Joy 
Car" in the Third Reich. Porsche became 
one of the most prominent engineers 
in Nazi Germany. Bundesarchiv, image 
183 - 2005 - 1017 - 525 . 

by technical aspirations. As he took great care to set himself aside 
from Nazi officials by always donning a three-piece suit rather 
than a party uniform in public situations, Porsche cultivated the 
image of the apolitical expert. Irrespective of his exterior appear¬ 
ance, he was by no means a politically neutral engineer whom a 
racist government manipulated to secure his collaboration. On 
the contrary, Porsche became an influential player within the re¬ 
gime itself, actively seeking Hitler’s support as he pushed the 
“people’s car” ahead because he was fully aware that the dicta¬ 
torship offered him opportunities that private enterprise could 
not . 39 

With Hitler’s backing, Porsche shrewdly navigated between 
the Third Reich’s numerous power centers and placed his con¬ 
sultancy in a position to develop a vehicle that closely resembled 
the later Volkswagen. Although this car has come to be most 
closely associated with Ferdinand Porsche’s name, it owes its 
existence to numerous specialists at Porsche’s consultancy who 
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were experts in axles, transmissions, suspensions, engine design, 
and other areas. Erwin Komenda, for instance, focused on the 
car’s distinctive rounded body. The Stuttgart-based engineers did 
not work in a conceptual vacuum. They borrowed heavily from 
Bela Barenyi, a twenty-seven-year-old unemployed engineer of 
Hungarian extraction, whose sketches for a small, rotund econ¬ 
omy automobile with an air-cooled back engine had appeared 
in the French automotive press in 1934. The air-cooled engine 
and streamlined body design owed crucial intellectual debts to 
the Tatra T97, first manufactured in Czechoslovakia in 1937. 
Meanwhile Hitler had little direct influence on the car’s design. 
His initial objections to a rear engine left no imprint on the final 
product, and the prototype’s silhouette bore no resemblance to a 
pencil sketch the dictator probably made during a meeting with 
Porsche in March 1934. 40 

The vehicle that emerged from the workshop in Stuttgart was 
a technically sophisticated economy car. Its heart was a four- 
cylinder, one-liter boxer engine in the rear, readily accessible and 
easily exchangeable by loosening two fastening screws. Develop¬ 
ing up to twenty-three horsepower, it was, by the standards of 
the day, a powerful aggregate for a small vehicle measuring a 
little over four meters in length. Placing the engine in the back 
delivered torque directly to the rear axle and ensured that suffi¬ 
cient pressure rested on the rear wheels to improve grip. The 
compact boxer design with its short, horizontally opposed cylin¬ 
ders allowed pistons to move at comparatively low speeds. In 
addition to preserving precious space, this arrangement reduced 
wear and tear, thereby guaranteeing longevity as well as low 
running costs. The engineers had opted for an air-cooled design 
to limit the car’s weight to around 1,000 kilograms and enhance 
its fuel efficiency, which stood at around seven liters per 100 
kilometers. The air-cooled technical solution also meant that the 
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coolant could neither boil nor freeze, allowing the engine to 
function under extreme weather conditions while diminishing 
the need to shelter the vehicle in subzero temperatures. A car 
with this type of engine, which promised sturdy performance 
along with simple upkeep, undoubtedly recommended itself for 
subsequent military conversion. First and foremost, however, the 
vehicle’s technical features acknowledged complaints about cum¬ 
bersome maintenance requirements, as well as the financial stric¬ 
tures faced by the wider population, both factors impeding Ger¬ 
many’s motorization in the twenties. In addition to minimizing 
operating costs, an air-cooled automobile could be parked out¬ 
side in the winter, an important consideration in a country where 
garages were in notoriously short supply. Funded lavishly in its 
design stages, the “people’s car” responded to the culture of ma¬ 
terial scarcity that pervaded interwar Germany. 41 

Although the brainchild of Porsche’s engineers heeded the 
need for low running costs, it could by no means be dismissed as 
a cheap construction. While high ground clearance and a closed, 
sturdy underbody allowed the car to traverse difficult terrain, its 
individual wheel suspension, which featured torsion bars at the 
front, promised good performance on the road. Equipped with 
four gears, the creation of Porsche’s consultancy held out the 
prospect of smoother rides than conventional economy vehicles 
restricted to two or three gears. Thanks to its ability to maintain 
top speeds over sixty miles per hour over long distances, the 
“people’s car” was ready to hit the autobahn. The engineering 
team had also incorporated a heating system as a standard fea¬ 
ture, a costly extra for virtually all other European automobiles 
of the thirties. In terms of exterior appearance, the all-steel 
body—by no means yet the international norm, even for up¬ 
market American automobiles in the thirties—was the vehicle’s 
most striking characteristic. Designed to accommodate up to five 
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people, the rounded, aerodynamically tested hull lent the small 
automobile flowing, streamlined contours that took up aesthetic 
elements of the international art deco style. 42 

In the summer of 1937, Porsche arranged for the most exten¬ 
sive and expensive road trial a German automobile had under¬ 
gone up to this point. Conducted with thirty prototypes made by 
Daimler-Benz in Stuttgart, the tests covered over 2.5 million 
kilometers, cost roughly half a million reichsmarks, and confirmed 
that Porsche’s team had assembled a technically and aesthetically 
ambitious product. Compared with the boxy vehicles that domi¬ 
nated the small-car segment during the Third Reich, the projected 
“people’s car” boasted a far more modern look, achieved higher 
speeds, and rested on an exceptionally solid construction. Next to 
other European economy automobiles that were either available 
or close to reaching the market in the late thirties, the German 
“people’s car” stood out, too. It promised considerably more 
space and comfort than the two-seater Fiat 500 with its water- 
cooled half-liter front engine, which the Italian population nick¬ 
named Topolino or “little mouse” soon after its launch in 1936. 
And the 2CV that Citroen was developing especially for French 
rural drivers since 1937 featured a two-cylinder front engine with 
a three-gear transmission to propel a vehicle weighing less than 
four hundred kilograms at a top speed of around thirty miles per 
hour—an approach that prioritized lightness over the robustness 
favored by the German engineers from Stuttgart. While Fiat and 
Citroen opted to build economy cars that incorporated pared- 
down automotive technology, the engineering that went into 
Porsche’s prototype bore few traces of economy. As they aimed to 
keep running costs for drivers low, the technicians of the “people’s 
car” had adopted a far more technically ambitious solution than 
their Italian and French colleagues. Of course, this approach to 
automotive engineering also provided one reason why Porsche’s 
design proved impossible to produce at 1,000 reichsmarks. 43 
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Since Hitler delayed a decision about a production facility 
throughout 1936, it remained unclear where and how the car 
would be built until February 1937, when Robert Ley, the head 
of the German Labor Front (Deutsche Arbeitsfront, or DAF), 
brought his organization into play. Founded as an authoritarian 
replacement to the banned trade unions in May 1933, DAF fo¬ 
cused on labor management issues and became the party’s larg¬ 
est agency, in which virtually the entire “Aryan” workforce was 
required to enroll. With its vast fee-paying membership as well 
as properties confiscated from the trade unions, the German Labor 
Front was one of few institutions that could afford to be involved 
in the project for the “people’s car.” In the course of 1937, Ley 
oversaw several key decisions. The plant, he stipulated, was to 
be built in the deep countryside about forty-five miles east of 
Hanover, close to Fallersleben in the Luneburger Heide, on a site 
with good transport links because of its proximity to the Mittel- 
landkanal (the central German ship canal) and a railroad line 
connecting the Ruhr area and Berlin. He also dispatched Porsche 
along with several DAF officials on a second tour of the United 
States, where the visiting party inspected car factories, met 
Henry Ford, and hired several experienced engineers of German 
extraction from the Ford works. Ley played a central role in ap¬ 
proving the 170 million reichsmarks required to build a gigantic 
plant. Featuring its own power station, foundry, rolling and cast¬ 
ing facilities, mechanical workshop, body shop, stamping presses, 
tool shops, and an administration building, the works were 
planned for a yearly output rising from 150,000 vehicles in 1939 
to 450,000 within five years, eventually aiming for an annual 
target of no fewer than 1.5 million cars. DAF envisioned a verti¬ 
cally integrated factory of truly Fordist proportions, whose ca¬ 
pacity for mass production not only would make the works near 
Fallersleben Europe’s largest auto plant by a wide margin, but 
also aimed to exceed the capacity of the River Rouge works by 
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The "Strength-through-joy Car" on display in Berlin in 1 939. Developed by 
Ferdinand Porsche with support from the Nazi regime, this automobile incor¬ 
porated most of the features that were to make the Volkswagen a commercial 
SUCCeSS after World War II. Postcard, collection of Achim Bade, Munich. 


which it was inspired. Since this new manufacturing center was 
situated in a rural, almost unpopulated area, the regime also 
commissioned an architectural firm in March 1938 to develop a 
model city for a population of thirty thousand to sixty thousand 
inhabitants. 44 

In addition to raising the public profile of Ley’s organization, 
the factory scheme corresponded well with DAF’s stated pur¬ 
pose to transform industrial relations in the workplace. Erecting 
a vast manufacturing site from scratch offered a rare opportunity 
to show how the “plant communities” (Betriebsgemeinschaften) 
held up as the new ideal form of labor relations would foster a 
collaborative spirit between management and workers. The new 
factory, DAF speculated, would demonstrate how “workers of 
the fist and workers of the head” producing the “people’s car” 
could bring about a hierarchical, yet harmonious and cohesive 
“people’s community” in the workplace. The German Labor 
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Front also took the Volkswagen project under its wing because 
the automotive scheme sat well with the organization’s involve¬ 
ment in matters of consumption. Through its programmatically 
named division “Strength through Joy” (Kraft durch Freude, or 
KdF), DAF sponsored countless spare-time activities targeted at 
employees of limited means. Low-priced outings and holidays 
made up KdF’s most successful offerings, designed to reenergize 
workers with the ultimate aim of raising their productivity. Be¬ 
fore the war, KdF developed into Germany’s largest travel 
agency, organizing trips for a total of fifty-four million Germans, 
including a number of highly publicized cruises to the Mediter¬ 
ranean, Norway, and Madeira. Assuming a prominent role in the 
motorization program, which promised to enhance the leisure 
time of millions of Germans, thus corresponded with KdF’s self- 
proclaimed commitment to “social justice” or “real socialism.” 
In the second half of 1937, KdF officials, therefore, began to 
take the lead within the German Labor Front in pushing ahead 
the “people’s car” as a “social project.” 45 

On May 26, 1938, a bit more than two months after German 
troops had marched into Austria, the Third Reich’s leadership 
assembled on a forest clearing near Fallersleben to lay the foun¬ 
dation stone for the factory. Fifty thousand spectators, most of 
whom had been transported to the deep countryside by special 
trains, set the stage for the hour-long ceremony broadcast live on 
national radio. When Hitler arrived amid “clarion calls and 
shouts of beil. . . the SS had much difficulty” in controlling the 
crowd, since “everybody streamed and pushed ahead” to catch a 
glimpse, an excited local schoolgirl wrote. In the cordoned-off 
area reserved for Hitler and his entourage, three models of the 
“people’s car”—a standard limousine, a limousine with a re¬ 
tractable canvas roof, and a convertible—gleamed in the sun¬ 
shine, strategically placed in front of the wooden grandstand 
draped with fresh forest green from which the party grandees 
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delivered their speeches. Robert Ley, the first speaker, ended on 
a theme that became an omnipresent propaganda trope, calling 
“the factory for the people’s car one of [Hitler’s] favorite works.” 
After a KdF official had outlined the vehicle’s technical charac¬ 
teristics, the fiihrer took to the stage and emphasized his long¬ 
standing dedication, claiming in the early stages his idea had 
been routinely dismissed as “impossible.” Buoyed by his recent 
foreign political success and preparing to lay the foundation 
stone for the factory, he triumphantly declared: “I hate the word 
impossible.” In recognition of Strength through Joy’s support, 
the dictator named the vehicle to be manufactured at the site 
“KdF-Wagen” (KdF Car) before expressing the hope that the 
entire project would shine as “a symbol of the National Socialist 
people’s community.” To bring proceedings to a close, Hitler was 
driven through cheering crowds to the railway station in the pas¬ 
senger seat of the convertible next to Ferdinand Porsche’s son at 
the steering wheel, while the chief engineer rode in the back. 46 

Over the next year, Strength through Joy unleashed a public- 
relations storm to promote the car. In addition to issuing a spe¬ 
cial stamp and inviting journalists for test drives, KdF displayed 
prototypes at offices, factories, exhibitions, party gatherings, and 
automotive competitions. The party organization also courted 
the international media, for instance securing favorable coverage 
in the New York Times, which showed itself impressed by the 
prospect of autobahns crawling with “thousands and thousands 
of shiny little beetles,” thereby incidentally offering the earliest 
use of the moniker that was to emerge as the car’s endearing 
nickname after World War II. Most important, however, to drum 
up demand, a stream of writings assured the German population 
of the car’s impeccable quality. Issued with an initial print run of 
half a million copies and costing a mere 20 pfennigs, the bro¬ 
chure entitled Your KdF Car stressed that many of the vehicle’s 
design features, including the engine’s location in the back and 



Hitler delivering his propagandists speech on May 26, 1938, when he laid 
the foundation stone for the factory intended to produce the "people's car." 
Ferdinand Porsche is on the right. Fresh tree branches decorate the stage 
above, which holds a marching band in front of a huge swastika. Bundesarchiv, 
image 1 83-H06734. 
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The German post office issued this special stamp as part of the regime's 
wider propaganda campaign to popularize the KdF Car. The image empha¬ 
sizes the spaciousness, speed, and comfort of the vehicle, which is shown 
cruising on the autobahn. Collection of Achim Bade, Munich. 


the suspension system with torsion bars, were “almost exact rep¬ 
licas” of those Porsche had used in his Auto Union racing cars. 
In the Third Reich’s firmly controlled media environment, publi¬ 
cation upon publication raved about the KdF Car’s excellent 
performance on the road, agreeing that the vehicle amounted to 
a “technological miracle.” 47 

The automobile’s technical quality, several columnists empha¬ 
sized, reflected the regime’s pledge to offer an affordable car be¬ 
cause only a reliable product kept maintenance costs at a mini¬ 
mum. Due to its extensive testing phase, the vehicle would suffer 
none of the “infant’s diseases” that had so frequently frustrated 
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Every German wishing to acquire the KdF Car had to save up for it in ad¬ 
vance. The credit of each saver was documented in a booklet into which 
would-be owners glued little red stamps, one of which can be seen in the 
bottom right corner. Each stamp was worth five reichsmarks. Savings book, collec- 
tion of Achim Bade, Munich. 
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drivers in the twenties, the argument ran. The regime’s commit¬ 
ment to low-cost motorization manifested itself in the car’s pur¬ 
chase price of 990 reichsmarks, as well as the installment plan the 
administration had devised. To acquire a “people’s car,” Germans 
joined a savings scheme, paying in 5 reichsmarks weekly until 
they reached the delivery price. While this plan was highly advan¬ 
tageous for Strength through Joy because it raised capital before 
production began, Ley stated his organization’s intentions in alto¬ 
gether different terms: “In Germany, there is not supposed to be 
anything the German worker cannot partake of.” 48 

The vehicle itself struck propagandists as ideally suited to com¬ 
plement Strength through Joy’s profile as a leisure organization. 
As Arbeitertum, the German Labor Front’s official magazine, ex¬ 
plained, the “KdF Car [was] destined to offer every German mem¬ 
ber of the people’s community relaxation and pleasure in their 
free time.” Another publication praised the automobile because it 
would bring “strength, happiness, and pleasure to millions of 
people who have up to now been forced to do without them.” 
Numerous illustrations emphasized this theme. Color drawings 
set the automobile in front of a background of mountain scenes to 
hint at possible outings to Alpine regions. Public-relations photo¬ 
graphs, meanwhile, encompassed scenes of family and friends re¬ 
laxing in forest clearings or next to their tent by the lakeshore, 
enjoying the countryside thanks to the KdF Car. 49 

Advertisements along these lines not only took up deeply con¬ 
ventional motifs that were ubiquitous in the promotion of holi¬ 
day destinations as well as in prospectuses for automobiles and 
motorcycles; they also portrayed car-related leisure as alto¬ 
gether apolitical and hence free from the regime’s ideological 
preoccupations. Although the “people’s car” owed its existence 
to deeply ideological impulses tied to racial regeneration, pro¬ 
motional material consistently played up its apolitical benefits. 
Driving held the key to a host of private pleasures, the regime’s 
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The party repeatedly praised the "Strength-through-joy Car" as a source of 
recreational pleasure. This promotional photo staged the car beside a lake, 
with a couple resting on their air mattresses in front of a small tent. Bundesarchiv, 
image 146-1988-019-16. 


propaganda insisted. Nonetheless, militarist and other political 
motifs occasionally crept into ads composed along seemingly 
apolitical lines. A drawing in a KdF prospectus, for instance, 
staged a black “people’s car” in front of a detached house, whose 
male proprietor tends to his flower garden while a little boy in 
the foreground gazes longingly at the automobile. Irrespective of 
its domestic subject matter, this scene of middle-class bliss bears 
a bellicose trace. At first sight, the small boy, possibly the car 
owner’s son, appears a picture of innocence, but by pulling along 
a little toy cannon he nonetheless betrays Nazi Germany’s mili¬ 
taristic culture. 50 

While it is notoriously difficult to gauge what the state of pub¬ 
lic opinion was in Nazi Germany, owing to the regime’s tight 
control of the public sphere, plenty of evidence exists that the 
German population responded to the vehicle with strong and 
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The Third Reich launched an extensive publicity campaign to promote the 
"people's car." This illustration from a contemporary prospectus celebrates the 
"limousine" as an integral part of middle-class domestic bliss. Courtesy of Volbwagen 
Aktiengesellschaft. 


positive interest. The son of a worker recalled his enthusiastic 
reaction to the car’s announcement in the following manner: “I 
was totally fascinated. You know, that everybody, every family 
could afford a car over time, that’s great what they are plan¬ 
ning.” In a secret report, a critical Social Democrat went so far as 
to attribute to German society a “KdF Car psychosis. For a long 
time, the KdF Car was the main topic of conversation among all 
sections of the population.” Soon after Flitler had laid the foun¬ 
dation stone for the factory, Motor und. Sport, a leading car maga¬ 
zine, begged readers to stop inquiring about the KdF Car because 
editorial staff could no longer cope with the deluge of letters. 
Between early August 1938 and the end of 1939, about 270,000 
people opened a savings account with KdF—a considerable 
number in a country that commanded only 1.1 million registered 
automobiles in early 1938. 51 
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While many joined the savings scheme for work-related rea¬ 
sons, hoping to increase their earning power through a car, others 
were undoubtedly drawn to the automobile as a source of enjoy¬ 
ment and fun. After all, the automobile had lost none of its appeal 
as an elusive instrument of leisure since the end of the Weimar 
Republic. A student from Munich, who had unexpectedly been 
taken along for a car ride in the countryside by a wealthy friend in 
1935, could hardly contain his elation in a letter to his parents: 
“We returned to Munich at 8 pm. We are completely thrilled by 
the drive. The things we have seen! I could never have visited all 
these places by rail. In one afternoon, we have enjoyed the entire 
beauty of... upper Bavaria in a relaxed, completely untaxing 
drive.” For Germans with limited disposable incomes, yet good 
prospects like this young man, an automobile for 1,000 reichs¬ 
marks offered a deeply alluring aspiration. 52 

Although the KdF Car attracted over a quarter million sav¬ 
ers in less than eighteen months, the initiative was ultimately 
an economic failure. Since the Nazi leadership had disregarded 
basic accounting principles, a provisional calculation from 
1939 concluded that a production run based on orders placed 
so far would generate a ruinous loss of 1,080 reichsmarks per 
vehicle—more than the automobile’s projected retail price! The 
German population generated nowhere near the demand re¬ 
quired for the volume of production that would have brought 
manufacturing costs even remotely within the proximity of the 
official price. 53 

Irrespective of strong interest, order numbers remained low in 
part because many Germans who could afford a car lacked faith 
in the regime. While some potential customers hesitated to pay 
in advance for a car whose production facility had not yet begun 
operations, others regarded the Third Reich’s increasingly ag¬ 
gressively foreign policy with growing concern. And when war 
broke out, applications for KdF Cars collapsed almost completely. 
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Between 1940 and 1945, a mere seventy thousand new savers 
enrolled in the scheme. 54 Above all, however, the vast majority of 
the German people were simply too poor for a car. Despite full 
employment thanks to a wider economic recovery driven by re¬ 
armament, incomes did not increase significantly in comparison 
to the Weimar years. In the mid-thirties, when 83 percent of the 
population earned less than 200 reichsmarks per month, few 
blue-collar families with dual incomes commanded more than 
225 reichsmarks. While urban workers struggled materially, liv¬ 
ing standards in the countryside recovered from the slump’s im¬ 
mediate effects, with help from rising agricultural prices as well 
as sweeping government-sponsored programs to write off debts. 
These gains, however, did not raise farming incomes to a level 
that would have allowed Germany’s rural population to play 
the pivotal role their counterparts had assumed in the mass mo¬ 
torization of the United States. Rather than save for a car, people 
on lower incomes were far more likely to ogle one of the motor¬ 
cycles, whose numbers increased from 894,000 in 1934 to 
1,582,872 in 1939. On the eve of World War II, most of these 
machines had engines below 200 cc, cost less than 500 reichs¬ 
marks, and attracted an overwhelmingly blue-collar clientele. 
The motorbike thus qualified far more as a “people’s vehicle” 
than any automobile. Above all, however, Germany remained a 
country of bicycles. In 1939, there were about twenty million of 
them. 55 

Even the middle class on monthly salaries between 300 and 
360 reichsmarks, who emerged as the core clientele of the KdF 
scheme, could only keep up their contributions by cutting back 
in other areas. As a result, the project widely hailed to provide a 
“people’s car” turned into a program directed almost exclusively 
at an upper-middle-class minority that lived in relative material 
comfort. Tellingly, a third of those who saved for a KdF Car al¬ 
ready owned an automobile. The failure of the plan to broaden 
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access to the automobile became clear almost immediately. In 

1938, the secret report on the mood in German society compiled 
by the Security Service of the SS did not mince its words: “Or¬ 
ders for the KdF Car have so far not met with expectations. As a 
result, the first annual production could not yet be sold. The 
participation of workers ranges between 3 to 4 percent.” 56 

Those Germans who paid into the scheme were to be disap¬ 
pointed. Before the Third Reich collapsed, the company founded 
under the name Volkswagenwerk in September 1938 produced 
no more than 630 KdF Cars in its vast factory, most of which 
were delivered to prominent regime leaders. That the savers 
were to be disappointed was not due to a lack of dedication on 
the part of Ferdinand Porsche, who assumed a critical manage¬ 
rial role during the factory’s construction phase in 1938 and 

1939, pushing the works toward completion through his high- 
level contacts within the political administration. While the re¬ 
gime channeled material resources and manpower toward sec¬ 
tors of direct military importance, Volkswagenwerk’s relevance 
to the coming war effort was a bone of contention. Amid chronic 
currency shortages, it proved difficult to import the specialized 
equipment required for a highly rationalized auto plant. Con¬ 
struction material including cement, steel, and glass were also in 
short supply. When the military commandeered the majority of 
workers erecting the factory to accelerate the completion of for¬ 
tifications on Germany’s western border, construction near Fall- 
ersleben could proceed only because the German Labor Front 
secured the approval of Mussolini’s regime to hire six thousand 
Italian laborers. Visitors to the site in late summer 1939 would 
have been impressed by the factory’s huge exterior front measur¬ 
ing 1.3 kilometers (0.8 mile) in length, but the halls behind the 
redbrick facade still lacked much of the necessary manufactur¬ 
ing equipment. The rudimentary state of the adjacent settle¬ 
ment provisionally named “City of the KdF Car” revealed, 
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particularly dramatically, the severe overstretch of the German 
economy in the run-up to the war. In 1939-1940, some 80 per¬ 
cent of its inhabitants lived in wooden barracks because no more 
than 10 percent of the program for residential dwellings could 
be completed before building activities ceased in 1941. 57 

When Nazi Germany invaded Poland in September 1939, the 
Volkswagenwerk management jettisoned plans to manufacture 
the KdF Car and shifted its focus to preserving the plant’s inde¬ 
pendence within the war economy. In the hope of reconverting 
the factory to its civilian purpose after the war, Ferdinand Porsche 
relied heavily on family members to safeguard the operation of 
the factory during the war. While his son Ferry retained a visible 
presence, his son-in-law Anton Piech played the most important 
role, taking over operational command at the works in May 1941. 
During the war, the factory attracted a variety of armament con¬ 
tracts, which, motor vehicles aside, ranged from the production of 
stoves, mines, and antitank weapons to the manufacture of wings 
for the medium-range Ju 88 bomber. Having selected the factory as 
a repair shop, the Luftwaffe also chose Volkswagenwerk as the 
main production site for the V-l flying bomb, thousands of which 
Germany launched as “vengeance weapons” against Britain in the 
later stages of the war. 58 

To guarantee steady output, Porsche and Piech, like virtually 
all German industrial employers in war production, lobbied the 
administration for forced labor. As the number of workers rose 
from 6,582 to 17,365 from December 1940 to April 1944, the 
rate of foreign nationals stood at 60 percent, a proportion about 
twice as high as in the rest of the weapons industry. Their work¬ 
ing conditions reflected their place within the Nazi racial hierar¬ 
chy. While Danish and Dutch workers frequently arrived on 
regular work contracts, POWs, political prisoners, and forced 
laborers from eastern Europe made up the bulk of those on the 
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lines. Eastern Europeans and political prisoners were particu¬ 
larly likely to lead lives characterized by long hours, dangerous 
work, insufficient nutrition, inadequate clothing, overcrowded 
housing in cold, drafty wooden barracks, negligent medical care, 
and incarceration in camps. They not only experienced random 
violent outbursts by guards but suffered from acts of casual 
sadism like the ones perpetrated by a canteen cook who laced 
kitchen leftovers with glass shards so undernourished inmates 
injured themselves while rummaging for food. Polish national 
Julian Banas, who arrived at Volkswagenwerk against his will in 
October 1942, soon gained clarity about his position: “I under¬ 
stood then that I am a slave. . .. The first days in KdF City made 
me understand that I was an object. An object that can work.” 
Decades after his ordeal, “the feeling of being in a situation over 
which one has no influence whatsoever” still haunted him. 59 

To be sure, the aim of operations around the factory was in¬ 
dustrial production rather than political and racial persecution, 
but chronic neglect in conjunction with arbitrary mistreatment 
had murderous consequences. Ranking low in National Social¬ 
ism’s racial hierarchy, eastern European prisoners counted 
among those with the worst experiences. The workforce included 
over one thousand young Polish and Belorussian women, who 
arrived undernourished, often lacking even shoes and winter 
clothing. Most of them had fallen into German hands in waves 
of random arrests by the SS in their home countries. Some fe¬ 
male forced workers either reached KdF City with undetected 
pregnancies or became pregnant in the camps, where male and 
female prisoners could visit each other. From the middle of 
1944, eastern European women were forced to give up their 
children soon after birth to a nursery in the nearby village of 
Riihen. The conditions in the ward for newborns at Riihen de¬ 
fied belief, a British prosecutor explained in 1946: “At night the 
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bugs came out of the walls of those barracks and literally cov¬ 
ered the children’s faces and bodies. It has been described by one 
witness as a living ant hill. .. . Some children had as many as 
thirty to forty boils or carbuncles on their bodies.” Undernour¬ 
ished and surrounded by vermin, all of the roughly 300 to 350 
newborns who arrived in Riihen between July 1944 and April 
1945 quickly died of infections. Next to Riihen, the concentra¬ 
tion camp in nearby Laagberg stood out for a sadistic regime 
maintained by a commander who systematically worked some 
of the six hundred to eight hundred inmates, mainly political 
prisoners, to death. If Volkswagenwerk survived the war as an 
operational manufacturing site, it did so only because an over¬ 
whelmingly foreign-born workforce of forced labor maintained 
production amid countless human rights abuses. 60 

Military vehicles featured prominently among the wartime 
products made by the enslaved workforce. Before the outbreak 
of World War II, experiments with a military conversion of the 
KdF Car had stalled because of tensions within the army’s pro¬ 
curement service, as well as technical problems. In the fall of 
1939, Porsche’s team resumed work on a new Wehrmacht com¬ 
mission that passed a series of official tests in January 1940. 
Compared with the KdF Car, the military vehicle possessed 
higher ground clearance, a more powerful transmission, wider 
wheel gauge, and rims suitable for broader, more robust tires. 
Most notably, it was fitted with a lightweight angular body with 
a retractable canvas roof. After it had become evident that the 
Wehrmacht was woefully underequipped with light automo¬ 
biles, the military command placed over sixty-five thousand or¬ 
ders for the modified vehicle, along with an amphibious version 
fitted with a propeller that could traverse rivers. Attracting the 
popular moniker Kiibelwagen (bucket vehicle) for the shape of 
its seats, this car established a prominent presence in numer¬ 
ous war theaters. 61 
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Producing the Kiibelwagen played a significant role in the sur¬ 
vival of Volkswagenwerk as a going concern during the war. 
Demand from the Wehrmacht gave management the chance to 
invest in the plant, complementing the existing machine park by 
installing a paint shop, additional conveyor belts, as well as new 
automated lathes, drills, and presses. By 1942, the works had 
turned into a plant that partly implemented rationalized manu¬ 
facturing procedures while producing an automobile based on 
the KdF Car. As thousands of forced laborers turned out tens of 
thousands of Kiibelwagens, the factory demonstrated its poten¬ 
tial in a first and tentative phase of Fordist mass production un¬ 
der wartime conditions. Crucially, this initial stage drew to a 
close only with the arrival of American troops in the “City of the 
Strength-through-joy Car” on April 11, 1945. Although Allied 
air raids had killed dozens of workers in the summer of 1944, 
car production continued until the very end of the war. The aer¬ 
ial attacks damaged numerous buildings, but they destroyed 
only 7 percent of the production equipment. While the manage¬ 
ment dispersed the manufacture of most weapons to other loca¬ 
tions, car assembly remained at the main site, having mostly 
moved to the lower floor to guard against the effects of bomb 
attacks. Even in the first three months of 1945, when public or¬ 
der collapsed all over Germany, this arrangement ensured steady 
production and put the plant in a position to deliver over four 
thousand Kiibelwagens. 62 

In the many theaters of war in which the Wehrmacht oper¬ 
ated, this military vehicle proved the maneuverability, reliability, 
and sturdiness of the civilian design on which it was based. Since 
it was common knowledge that the Kubelwagen’s body sat on 
the slightly modified chassis of the KdF Car, its presence during 
the war provided a potent reminder of the regime’s pledge to 
mass motorize Nazi Germany. In the war’s early phase, propa¬ 
ganda took up this aspect and articulated soldierly fantasies of 
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A Kiibelwagen in North Africa in 1942. The three Wehrmacht soldiers in the 
vehicle survey the expansive desert battlefield; a smoke column rises in the 
background. German service members venerated the Kubel for its robust per¬ 
formance even in extreme environments. Bundesarchiv, image 101-784-0228-29a. 


car ownership in the wake of a German triumph. “After the war, 
one of these little devils [that is, a Kiibelwagen] will belong to 
me. It will be prettier than this: with shiny paint, a nice body, 
retractable roof, an ashtray and a flower vase, but this I know: 
its heart will remain the same,” a motor journalist turned soldier 
wrote in 1941. A year later, Goebbels published a newspaper 
article reminding the German population what they were fight¬ 
ing for. Predictably, his vision of a National Socialist future in¬ 
cluded the prospect of “a happy people in a country full of blos¬ 
soming beauty, traversed by the silver ribbons of wide roads, 
which are open to the modest car for the small man.” 63 

Still, as the Wehrmacht’s fortunes turned, propaganda visions 
of postwar affluence receded into the background. As Hitler’s 
armies found themselves on the defensive, the Kiibelwagen may 
well have sparked associations among the military rank and file 
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that were far more in keeping with the theme of a leaflet the Al¬ 
lies dropped over German lines in 1942. Under the headline 
“Kraft durch Freude!” it contrasted a photo of an enthusiastic 
Hitler inspecting a miniature model of the KdF Car in 1938 with 
the picture of two German soldiers’ twisted corpses on the Lib¬ 
yan desert ground next to a Kiibelwagen. 64 While visually invok¬ 
ing the Nazis’ full-mouthed promise of prosperity, this montage 
staged the “people’s car” as the symbol of a deadly betrayal the 
German population had suffered at National Socialism’s hands. 
Toward the war’s end, the “people’s car” conveyed more than 
one message, drawing attention to the regime’s pledge to pro¬ 
mote mass motorization in an affluent National Socialist Ger¬ 
many and to its failure to deliver on this promise as a result of 
policies that ended in murderous defeat and genocide. 

The quest for a “people’s car” formed part of National Social¬ 
ism’s policies that claimed a prominent place in visions of Ger¬ 
many as an energetic, racially homogeneous, highly militarized, 
and technologically modern “people’s community” that brought 
previously unaffordable consumer goods within the reach of 
“ordinary” citizens. While auto racing signaled Germany’s inter¬ 
national competitiveness, autobahn construction, propagandists 
emphasized, demonstrated the regime’s commitment to the 
“people’s community” through a scheme that ensured racial re¬ 
generation and national cohesion in the long run. A new highway 
code granted motorists unprecedented latitude and enhanced the 
automobile as an instrument of individual liberty. The “people’s 
car” thus fit squarely into the regime’s vision of a “traffic com¬ 
munity” whose modernity was predicated on mass motorization. 

Although motorization policies commanded prominence and 
attracted considerable resources despite the regime’s focus on 
rapid rearmament, it is striking how many of them ended in 
failure—and not just because Nazi Germany lost the war. The 



Hitler besichtigt das Modell, Berlin 1938 



Der fenige Wagen in Libyan 1942 


British war propaganda leaflet dropped over German lines in Africa aimed 
to alert Wehrmacht soldiers to the Third Reich's broken promises. In the top 
image, Porsche (left) and Hitler inspect a model of the "peoples car" in 
1938. The bottom image, taken four years later, depicts two dead soldiers in 
the desert next to a Kubelwagen, the military vehicle based on Porsche's 
design. Postcard, collection of Achim Bade, Munich. 
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new traffic code required several modifications, including the 
reintroduction of speed limits in 1939 to reduce a consistently 
high number of fatalities. The highway construction program 
did not come close to offering employment on the scale prom¬ 
ised and resulted in an incomplete, patchy network. And the 
“people’s car” was founded on wishful thinking because Ger¬ 
man society did not even remotely command the economic re¬ 
sources to support mass motorization. 

Simply dismissing the Third Reich’s motorization policy as a 
fiasco risks obscuring its important postwar legacies, however. 
The modified highway code of 1937 remained largely in force 
until 1971. After 1945, the West German autobahn network 
built on the foundations laid in Hitler’s days. Regarding the 
“people’s car,” National Socialism left behind a technically so¬ 
phisticated, extensively tested prototype as well as a vast, debt- 
free production facility that operated throughout the war, not 
least turning out military conversions. The regime’s propaganda 
campaigns had also envisioned a future in which mass motor¬ 
ization took prominence, emphasizing the automobile’s capac¬ 
ity to enhance manifestly apolitical forms of leisure, including 
weekend outings and holidays. The enthusiastic reception that 
large parts of German society accorded to the prospect of uni¬ 
versal car ownership affirmed that the National Socialists had 
successfully tapped a strong and broad social aspiration. While 
they never oversaw its production, the Nazis thus launched the 
“people’s car” as an enticing and affordable object of private 
desire. 

At the same time, the “people’s car” emerged from the Third 
Reich with a profoundly ambivalent legacy, since it owed its ex¬ 
istence to a murderous regime that had placed a shining future 
before the German population but left postwar society with a 
ruined country as well as the moral burden of genocide and 
countless war crimes. Volubly touted in Nazi propaganda as a 
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“symbol of the people’s community” yet never produced before 
1945, the vehicle could easily have epitomized Germany’s de¬ 
feat and monumental moral bankruptcy. Developments at the 
factory threatened to deepen the imprint of the Third Reich’s 
criminal nature on the car. Wartime operations at the works near 
Fallersleben relied on forced laborers from across Europe whose 
sufferings ranged from malnutrition and inadequate housing to 
arbitrary violence to the deaths of hundreds of war workers’ chil¬ 
dren. To be sure, the forced laborers did not produce the “peo¬ 
ple’s car.” Nonetheless, their activities maintained military pro¬ 
duction right to the end and thus involuntarily helped preserve 
the works that had originally been built for the “people’s car.” 
Both its ideological lineage as Hitler’s prestige project and the 
inhumane management practices at the factory during the war 
lent the vehicle a deeply compromised pedigree by 1945. 

Yet the “people’s car” did not perish with National Socialism. 
After Germany’s catastrophic collapse, the vehicle owed its sur¬ 
vival to a shifting international constellation that, within a few 
years of the war’s end, proved conducive to rapid economic re¬ 
construction in those parts of Germany under the control of the 
Western Allies. International historical forces had already shaped 
the car in important conceptual and social respects before 1945. 
German dreams of a Volkswagen as well as the organizational 
arrangements at the factory erected for its production gained 
crucial impulses from examples set by Henry Ford across the 
Atlantic. And the manufacturing site near Fallersleben—itself 
completed with the help of a sizable contingent of Italian 
workers—had operated in the war with a heterogeneous labor 
force from all over Europe. While the “people’s car” thus possessed 
substantial American and European dimensions by the war’s end, 
the immediate postwar years added an altogether new transna¬ 
tional facet. In keeping with Germany’s unconditional surrender 
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in 1945, German authorities lost operational control of the fac¬ 
tory. It was thus the British occupiers, in whose zone the factory 
came to be situated, who initiated the civilian production of 
Ferdinand Porsche’s design in 1945 amid numerous practical 
difficulties in a devastated country. 
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"We Should Make No Demands" 


When news reached Anton Piech at the Volkswagen works on 
April 10, 1945, that the Americans were marching toward the 
“City of the Strength-through-Joy Car,” the head of operations 
suspended the production of Kubelwagens and fled south, join¬ 
ing his father-in-law Ferdinand Porsche on the Austrian family 
estate in Zell am See. All German armed forces simultaneously 
abandoned the town. A day after Piech’s hasty retreat, the Amer¬ 
ican army took KdF City without firing a single shot. Since the 
settlement was quite literally not on their map, the American 
soldiers paid no further attention to it. Rather than explore the 
factory and station an occupying detachment in the town, the 
U.S. forces followed in pursuit of their German opponents, who 
were withdrawing eastward in chaos. 1 

In contrast to the orgy of violence and destruction in most of 
Germany, the Third Reich imploded almost silently in KdF City. 
Nonetheless, in the absence of all state authority, public order 
soon collapsed when the malnourished and badly clothed forced 
workers freed themselves from their camps and turned their 
pent-up resentment against the German population. As one Ger¬ 
man resident recalled: “They shouted slogans and then it started. 
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Toward the evening, they broke out... they broke down front 
doors and then there were several deaths. A butcher and a few 
others. They emptied out the apartments and destroyed every¬ 
thing.” Not all of this violence was random, however: “They did 
look for certain people,” targeting those who stood out for abus¬ 
ing foreign workers, the German witness acknowledged. To 
avoid getting caught up in reprisals, some Germans went into 
hiding in the large forests surrounding KdF City. Only when 
American troops formally occupied the town on April 15 did a 
modicum of stability and calm return. 2 

After the Allied victors had finalized their plans for Germany’s 
division into four occupation zones in June 1945, KdF City 
came to be located on the eastern fringe of the British sector, a 
mere five miles from the Soviet zone. A host of practical chal¬ 
lenges awaited the British authorities in the town counting around 
seventeen thousand residents, half of whom were of non-German 
nationality. In addition to securing public peace, British officials 
had to ensure sufficient provisions, help manage the return of 
thousands of foreign workers to their home countries, and over¬ 
see the allocation of scarce housing resources to thousands of 
refugees soon flooding the town. Since the occupiers could de¬ 
vote only limited manpower to these and other tasks, they 
quickly delegated numerous responsibilities to German officials. 
To this end, they established a new German local administration 
whose structures and procedures broke with the practices of the 
Nazi era. A visible sign of the new beginning was the British ap¬ 
proval of the new name, taken from a nearby medieval castle, 
that the German mayor selected for the town in June 1945. KdF 
City was henceforth to be known as “Wolfsburg.” 3 

Mass motorization—a Nazi dream and Wolfsburg’s raison 
d’etre—was, of course, an issue no one wasted even a thought on 
in 1945. At the time, the disastrous consequences of National 
Socialism’s violent attempt to implement its vision of a modern 
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Germany dominated everyday life throughout the ruined coun¬ 
try. Dramatic shortages of accommodation in destroyed cities, 
a lack of food, clothing, and fuel, a devalued currency, disrup¬ 
tions to the transport network, and stringent controls over busi¬ 
ness created harsh economic realities in which many Germans 
experienced daily life as an existential struggle to make ends 
meet. Initial Allied schemes such as the Morgenthau Plan of 1944, 
in which the American secretary of the treasury envisioned a 
demilitarized, deindustrialized, and largely agrarian Germany, 
held out little promise of bringing about the economic and social 
conditions conducive to wide car ownership. Under these circum¬ 
stances, the future of the car factory as well as that of Wolfsburg— 
both tainted by their Third Reich origins—was anything but 
clear. If, in 1945, the inhabitants of most German cities asked 
themselves in trepidation what the coming years would bring, 
the insecurity surrounding Wolfsburg was particularly pro¬ 
nounced. The catastrophic fall of the Nazi regime and the devas¬ 
tation of Germany had removed the foundations of the town’s 
very existence. Yet by the time the British occupation drew to a 
close in 1949, both Wolfsburg’s and its automobile works’ fu¬ 
ture was secure, as the factory celebrated the assembly that May 
of the fifty thousandth car since the end of the war. By December, 
the figure stood at eighty-five thousand. 4 And the vehicle that 
left the factory gates with increasing frequency was none other 
than a slightly modified version of the model Ferdinand Porsche 
had designed for the National Socialist regime. 

It was thus during the occupation period that Wolfsburg 
emerged as a site of civilian automobile production. Why the 
British decided to manufacture a car with a Nazi pedigree and 
how this decision ensured Volkswagen’s survival are not the only 
important issues in the car’s immediate postwar history. Despite 
a highly fragmented press landscape at the time, local develop¬ 
ments soon attracted the curiosity of newspapers, magazines, 
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and newsreels across the western sectors. Reporters not only in¬ 
creasingly took note of the growing economic activities in Wolfs¬ 
burg; in light of a stunning victory of right-wing extremists in 
local elections in late 1948, some commentators also asked 
whether the town five miles from the Soviet zone was turning 
into a hotbed of “neo-fascism.” The occupation years thus high¬ 
light the many economic, social, and political difficulties that 
beset auto production in Wolfsburg in the immediate wake of 
the war and explain why, in the case of the small, rounded car, 
leaving behind the legacy of the Third Reich involved a protracted 
and complicated process that did not come to an end with the 
departure of the British authorities. 5 

The British military authorities who assumed responsibility for 
large swaths of northwestern Germany in June 1945 viewed it 
as their prime task to maintain public order in their sector while 
international negotiations took place to determine Germany’s 
fate. To consolidate control, the occupiers formulated a discrete 
and comparatively modest objective. Unlike the Americans who 
arrived in their zone in the southwest with ambitious plans to 
stamp out National Socialism’s cultural roots among the Ger¬ 
man population through comprehensive reeducation, the British 
aimed to ensure their own safety from German hostility. Accord¬ 
ing to British reasoning, this aim was best served by expelling 
Nazi officials from key administrative positions and replacing 
them with Germans who had kept their distance from the fallen 
regime. At the same time, the British occupiers initially displayed 
little interest in transforming the political views of the wider 
population. After all, Germany’s prominence in starting two 
bloody global wars within less than three decades suggested to 
influential British observers the existence of a deeply aggressive 
streak in the German “national character” that, the argument 
ran, would take decades to eradicate. Moreover, the established 
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practice of indirect rule in the far-flung colonial empire, where a 
minuscule number of British officials often exerted control over 
large territories by governing through co-opted members of the 
local elite, shaped the occupational regime in postwar Germany. 
Rather than seek to initiate a comprehensive cultural transfor¬ 
mation, the British regime in Germany was designed to avert open 
security challenges to occupational authority with the help of 
local officials who appeared reliable. 6 

Beyond maintaining public order in their zone, the British oc¬ 
cupiers faced the task of feeding and housing a population 
made up of ethnic Germans as well as millions of other Europe¬ 
ans stranded on German soil amid pervasive destruction. Since 
the Allies had developed no comprehensive plan for postwar 
Germany before the cessation of hostilities, it was unclear how 
the country’s occupation was to be managed. With respect to 
the economy, the Allies agreed that German industry should 
lose its military potential, but beyond this basic point the coun¬ 
try’s future productive capacity remained a topic of contention. 
While the Allied plan of March 1946 for the “Level of Industry” 
aimed to lower the capacity of German heavy industry (coal, 
iron, and steel) to half of the output achieved in 1938, the Brit¬ 
ish remained doubtful about this punitive approach. To be sure, 
British officials agreed that Germany should pay for the damage 
and suffering it had inflicted on the world, for instance through 
dismantling and transferring production facilities, but they 
warned against strangling Germany economically. A stilted Ger¬ 
man economy, their reasoning went, would drive up the need 
for imports of food and other vital commodities, thereby increas¬ 
ing occupation costs. Since Britain emerged from World War II 
deeply indebted, an expensive occupation regime threatened to 
stretch the country’s limited resources beyond the breaking 
point. British observers also cautioned against potential politi¬ 
cal repercussions of stifling the German economy. An industri- 
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ally emasculated Germany would not only leave a strategically 
undesirable power vacuum in central Europe; persistent poverty 
and social discontent could also lead to a resurgence of the Ger¬ 
man radical Right, a scenario deeply reminiscent of the Weimar 
Republic, whose instability had partly derived from the harsh 
economic regulations initially imposed by the Versailles Treaty. 
In light of these economic and political risks, “constructive 
pragmatism” came to characterize British economic policy after 
July 1945. 7 

It was far too early to envision the Volkswagen works, 
whose capacity as a production site for civilian automobiles 
was yet unproven, as a potential pillar of postwar German 
stability amid the large-scale devastation and chaos that char¬ 
acterized the country in 1945. Nonetheless, the vast plant 
aroused strong interest as a potential reparation target. To 
secure the site, the British authorities dispatched Ivan Hirst, a 
twenty-nine-year-old army major in the Royal Electrical and 
Mechanical Engineers Corps with a degree from the Manches¬ 
ter Institute of Technology, to Wolfsburg. When he arrived in 
early August 1945, Hirst found that despite the piles of rubble 
from Allied air attacks, 70 percent of the factory’s buildings 
and over 90 percent of its machinery had survived. This made 
the Volkswagen works the only German automobile plant that, 
in principle, could be set to production immediately after the 
war. Hirst also uncovered sizable stocks of various materials 
the German management had hoarded toward the end of the 
war. Prompted by a superior officer who recalled the KdF Car 
from a visit to the Berlin Automobile Exhibition in 1939, Hirst 
sent one of the few models with a civilian body built during 
the war to the British army headquarters, where it proved its 
functionality. 8 

During August 1945, the British military lobbied the Allied 
authorities for permission to produce the KdF Car to alleviate 
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Ivan Hirst, the British officer who over¬ 
saw the factory in Wolfsburg during the 
occupation period and initiated Beetle 
production after the War. Courtesy of Volks- 
wagen Aktiengesellschaft. 


the vehicle shortage that hampered efforts to run the occupied 
territory. As a report from July 1946 stated, the British zone, 
which counted over twenty-two million residents, featured no 
more than sixty-one thousand cars, 65 percent of which were 
classified as “worn out.” 9 Cars manufactured in Wolfsburg, Brit¬ 
ish administrators reasoned, would not only support day-to-day 
operations in their sector; such vehicles would also provide an 
alternative to expensive automotive imports from Britain, which 
threatened to raise the cost of running their zone. To render their 
request attractive to the fellow occupying powers, the British 
successfully held out the possibility of making cars produced at 
the Volkswagen works under their aegis available to the Ameri¬ 
can, French, and Soviet administrations. On August 22, 1945, 
the British military government could issue an order to Hirst to 
manufacture and deliver twenty thousand cars by July 1946. 
While this plan was wildly optimistic, it won the Volkswagen 
works a crucial reprieve. Although the factory was not formally 
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removed from the list of potential reparations, it was tempo¬ 
rarily exempted. 10 

Establishing and maintaining production proved highly 
complicated tasks that required a manager with an exceptional 
combination of skills, and in Ivan Hirst the British had found a 
man who was ideally suited for the job. With a passion for auto¬ 
mobiles, an extraordinary talent for improvisation, and a win¬ 
ning, modest manner that abstained from triumphant gestures 
vis-a-vis the German population, he stressed that “we ... re¬ 
garded ourselves as temporary trustees of the factory.” By invok¬ 
ing “trusteeship,” the British head of the Volkswagen works sig¬ 
naled that he understood his role to extend beyond the short-term 
preservation and management of the industrial installation. 
Having gained prominence in the context of British imperialism 
in Africa during the interwar years, the idea of trusteeship de¬ 
noted an approach to foreign rule that was motivated by a moral 
desire to act for the benefit of populations under British control. 
While the philanthropic effects of trusteeship in Africa have been 
hotly contested in the postcolonial world, for the Volkswagen 
factory the method proved deeply advantageous. As Wolfsburg’s 
trustee, Hirst played a central role in laying the foundation for a 
successful business. 11 

In the first months, removing rubble from the workshops, 
making basic repairs to the sewage system, securing vital ma¬ 
terials, establishing contacts with suppliers, and drawing up 
production plans absorbed Hirst’s energies. Delays and compli¬ 
cations led to numerous setbacks during the fall of 1945. By the 
end of the year, the factory had turned out no more than fifty- 
eight vehicles, because it took until late November to ready the 
plant for assembly. To fulfill the overall production quota, the 
British authorities expected monthly output in Wolfsburg to 
reach four thousand in January 1946—an altogether utopian 
target. 12 
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In part, Hirst could not meet his superiors’ expectations be¬ 
cause he faced intractable difficulties in creating the stable, reli¬ 
able, and competent workforce indispensable for orderly, large- 
scale industrial production. While numerous Germans who had 
filled key posts at the plant during the Third Reich remained in 
Wolfsburg, their presence proved a mixed blessing. Hirst knew 
that he could only operate the huge factory with experienced 
German staff, but his desire to retain them clashed with denazi¬ 
fication efforts to prevent a return of Nazis and active regime 
supporters to leading jobs in postwar society. In the summer of 
1945, an early wave of arrests led to the prosecution of individu¬ 
als in key positions who had committed substantial crimes. 
As part of this early judicial drive in June 1946, a British mili¬ 
tary court ordered the execution of the medical doctor under 
whose authority the children born to eastern European forced 
laborers at the Volkswagen works had died in the camp in 
Riihen. That autumn, the Allies in the western zones turned their 
attention to the wider population. While the Americans required 
all adult Germans in their sector to complete a questionnaire 
containing 131 queries about an individual’s party affiliations, 
career, military service, and more, the British took a more fo¬ 
cused approach. In the hope of controlling the mountain of files 
inevitably generated by such an exercise, they instructed 10 per¬ 
cent of the German people who had held prominent social, ad¬ 
ministrative, and economic jobs during the Third Reich to fill in 
a shorter form. 13 

Although he had no sympathy for former Nazis, Hirst re¬ 
garded the procedure as a “headache” and initially attempted to 
minimize the impact of denazification on the factory because the 
removal of qualified personnel threatened to disrupt production. 
Yet when it emerged that only a very few factory employees had 
been dismissed by January 1946, both Germans familiar with 
events at the works prior to 1945 and senior administrators sta- 
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tioned elsewhere in the British zone protested, pressing for a 
repetition of the exercise. As a result, local denazification com¬ 
mittees ordered the dismissal of 228 individuals in June 1946, a 
group that included the head of operations, the technical direc¬ 
tor, four department heads, and several foremen. Output at the 
factory immediately fell by 60 percent. 14 

Although the British authorities declared denazification com¬ 
plete in July 1946, the issue dragged on and poisoned the atmo¬ 
sphere in Wolfsburg for months, because those who had lost 
their jobs launched appeals. In February 1947, 138 of them had 
their verdicts overturned. Apart from relief, these individuals felt 
deeply aggrieved at having experienced what they considered an 
unjust ordeal. Meanwhile, Germans who had maintained a criti¬ 
cal distance from the Third Reich became increasingly disillu¬ 
sioned by the numerous revisions of initial decisions. Despite its 
shortcomings, denazification exposed erstwhile adherents of the 
regime to an unsettling shock, “furthering their willingness to 
adapt to new political conditions” in most parts of West Ger¬ 
many. In Wolfsburg, by contrast, lingering discontent with de¬ 
nazification added to a politically explosive constellation that 
was to result in a spectacular resurgence of right-wing extremists 
in late 1948. 15 

Despite the complications surrounding denazification, Hirst 
managed to recruit a sizable labor force, which rose from 
roughly 6,000 employees in January 1946 to 8,383 in December 
1947. Annual turnover rates, however, stood at 50 percent. As 
a result, the management was permanently forced to integrate 
new, inexperienced workers into production routines, a process 
that lowered productivity significantly. Many workers at the 
Volkswagen works left in search of more stable jobs, regarding 
the Wolfsburg plant as merely a temporary employer because it 
remained on the list of potential reparations. Moreover, a dismal 
housing situation did little to encourage residents to stay. Since 
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the National Socialist regime had never built the model town 
outlined in its master plan, the camps that had accommodated 
forced workers until April 1945 provided the most common 
dwelling available to factory employees. Beyond primitive sani¬ 
tation and heating provisions, overcrowding and a lack of pri¬ 
vacy characterized life in the camps. Several families frequently 
shared one room, separating their areas by suspending blankets 
from the ceiling. 16 

Although most forced workers departed in 1945, this ex¬ 
tremely basic housing stock remained oversubscribed because, 
with its dozens of barracks from the Third Reich, Wolfsburg 
quickly emerged as a center attracting many of the refugees 
drifting around Germany in their millions after the war’s end. 
Demobilized German soldiers and released POWs made their 
way to Wolfsburg in considerable numbers in the hope of finding 
employment there. These arrivals often brought with them vio¬ 
lent wartime manners, as a resident recalled. Faced with a hesi¬ 
tant official, one former soldier resorted to open physical threats 
to secure residence permits for himself and his comrades: “He 
took the man [the official] by his tie and said: ‘Now listen. In my 
life, I have learned nothing but how to kill. Whether I kill one 
more man makes no difference to me. So, if you pigs don’t give 
us an address right now, I will ram you right into the ground.’ ” 
This type of rough conduct unsurprisingly prompted residents to 
leave Wolfsburg for places promising more civilized forms of 
behavior. 17 

Local overcrowding also resulted from an influx of thousands 
of Germans who had fled the Soviet sector, as well as those sent 
to Wolfsburg by British and German authorities keen to steer 
migrants away from bombed-out urban areas. The latter in¬ 
cluded ethnic Germans whom governments in Poland, Czecho¬ 
slovakia, Hungary, and elsewhere ejected in their millions from 
their territories in 1945. Several thousand of these so-called 
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“expellees” ended up in Wolfsburg, in many cases reaching its 
camps with nothing but the clothes on their backs. Wolfsburg 
also became home to several hundred “displaced persons”—a 
shorthand term for civilians from all over Europe unable or un¬ 
willing to return to their countries of origin at war’s end. The 
high turnover rate at the Volkswagen factory was directly linked 
to this transient local labor pool. Many deracinated refugees 
caught their breath, worked a few days at the plant, and then 
continued their search for a future elsewhere. 18 

Meanwhile, many of those laborers who signed up for regular 
employment over a longer period proved themselves unreliable. 
Monthly absentee rates could reach 40 percent until the middle 
of 1948 and further undermined efforts to raise productivity. 
Numerous workers missed work at the factory because food 
shortages forced them to look for provisions elsewhere. In a so¬ 
ciety operating on the brink of, or below, subsistence levels, fre¬ 
quent absences were part of many workers’ survival strategies. 
In 1945, the British occupiers set individual food allocations at a 
mere 1,000 calories per day before raising them to 1,100 calo¬ 
ries in March 1946. A typical daily ration consisted of just two 
slices of bread, a little margarine, a spoonful of watery soup, and 
two small potatoes. 19 As a consequence, “everybody was only 
after food. There was much talk about food,” a refugee remem¬ 
bered. In this situation, workers at the Volkswagen plant had to 
complement their official allocations by other means. In addition 
to cultivating small plots of land, they undertook foraging trips 
to the countryside to acquire food from farmers. Desperate de¬ 
mand for virtually everything fueled a burgeoning and illegal 
black market, in which cigarettes supplanted the largely worth¬ 
less reichsmark as the lead currency. In Wolfsburg, conditions 
were particularly desperate because the refugees making up a 
high proportion of the population had lost practically all their 
belongings and thus had nothing to trade. Since securing food 
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German workers protesting against material shortages during the occupation 
period while posing next to the ten thousandth vehicle produced in Wolfs¬ 
burg. The drawing in the foreground depicts a beer mug, a sausage, a cigar, 
and other basic consumer goods that were in short supply in the immediate 
postwar years. Courtesy of Volkswagen Aktiengesellschaft. 


and other basic staples during the so-called “hunger years” took 
up considerable amounts of time, it was no surprise that many 
workers could not afford to show up at the factory every day. 
Nothing illustrates the mood among the German workforce 
better than a photograph taken in October 1946 as the plant 
made its ten thousandth vehicle: “10,000 cars, nothing in our 
stomachs, who can take it?” read one of the signs the workers 
had drawn; another sketch in front of the auto body showed a 
mug of beer, a sausage, and a smoking cigar—all treasures well 
beyond the average Wolfsburger’s reach. 20 

The ubiquitous shortages also directly affected production. 
Although the British administration gave the plant priority ac¬ 
cess to supplies, securing adequate monthly steel and coal quotas 
proved a major challenge because of Germany’s disrupted infra- 
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structure and a pervasive scarcity of raw materials. The low 
quality of the steel that did reach the plant often caused concern. 
Germany’s division into occupational sectors presented another 
obstacle because it cut the plant off from manufacturers outside 
the British zone that produced components such as carburetors, 
headlights, and other electrical parts. The management had to 
design specialized machine tools to work materials of inferior 
quality. All these bottlenecks rendered it virtually impossible to 
establish reliable manufacturing routines. 21 When an exception¬ 
ally harsh winter struck Europe in November 1946, no amount 
of improvisation could maintain production. As the ports froze 
over and the railway network collapsed, the distribution of raw 
materials and food came to a virtual standstill all over the coun¬ 
try. Inside the factory, temperatures slumped to 19 degrees Fahr¬ 
enheit (-7 degrees Celsius) in early December 1946. Out of con¬ 
cern for the health of the workforce and amid low stocks as well 
as mounting problems with malfunctioning equipment, man¬ 
agement suspended production until March 10,1947. Like other 
Germans around the country, the inhabitants of Wolfsburg spent 
the winter of 1946-1947 suffering severely from the bitter cold 
and lack of food. 22 

It comes as no surprise that automobiles produced under these 
inauspicious circumstances exhibited numerous faults. As the 
factory lay quiet in December 1946, Hirst issued a memo to Ger¬ 
man managers in which he expressed his hope that “upon re¬ 
suming production, 60 percent or more of the cars that come off 
the line will no longer require repairs or an engine change.” This 
high rate of defects reflected the manufacturing problems that 
resulted from inadequate materials and unreliable machinery. 
Fault upon fault dogged the cars made in Wolfsburg, internal 
reports lamented. Hoods and doors did not close properly, head¬ 
lights cracked, cylinders possessed “too short a lifespan,” and the 
steering “was heavy going in many cases.” Many finished cars 
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had to be completely repainted before final delivery because they 
were often stored in halls with war damages in which wind and 
rain corroded their military matte green paint. In terms of reli¬ 
ability and workmanship, the automobiles that left Wolfsburg in 
the immediate postwar years were still a far cry from the Volks- 
wagens that were to establish themselves as synonyms for qual¬ 
ity and dependability in the fifties. 23 

As Hirst struggled to maintain production, the question of 
whether the works would be dismantled as a reparation contin¬ 
ued to hover in the air. In the course of high-level discussions 
about a potential transfer of the production site to Great Britain, 
officials in London asked British auto manufacturers for an eval¬ 
uation of the vehicle as well as the plant. Several visits to Wolfs¬ 
burg and car tests by British auto engineers in 1945 and 1946 
yielded a mixed verdict. The plant’s size and equipment im¬ 
pressed British visitors, as did the vehicle’s potential for Fordist 
mass production, since its design eliminated “hand work to an 
unusual degree.” 24 British experts commended the car for its “ex¬ 
cellent road holding quality” that derived from the torsion bar 
suspension. At the same time, test drivers noted serious prob¬ 
lems. Smelly fumes in the car’s interior, poor brake performance, 
an “underpowered” engine, and deafening noise counted among 
the main complaints. 25 Despite several technical virtues, the tenor 
went, the automobile required “considerable modification ... to 
conform to the standard” the British public expected from a 
commercially available vehicle. As a result, the British car indus¬ 
try saw little advantage in transferring the Volkswagen produc¬ 
tion site to the United Kingdom, especially since such a step 
would also have thrown the landscape of motor manufacturing 
across the Channel into turmoil, given the vast proportions of 
the Wolfsburg plant. British industry by no means easily dis¬ 
missed the erstwhile KdF Car. Rather, the factory’s size and the 
vehicle’s deficiencies during the first year of production explain 
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why British manufacturers developed no plans to produce the 
car in the United Kingdom. With the international economy in 
ruins, no one could anticipate that a smelly, loud, uncomfortable 
automobile would soon sell like hotcakes. 26 

The decisive factor that secured Wolfsburg’s survival was the 
new economic policy the Western Allies formulated in response 
to both concrete problems in Germany and a rapidly changing 
global political constellation. The “hunger winter” of 1946-1947 
had demonstrated that German society could not sustain itself 
under the existing draconian regime. Apart from facing the spec¬ 
ter of popular revolts, the Western Allies began to fear that per¬ 
sistent material discontent would render the West German popu¬ 
lation susceptible to political overtures from the Soviets, whose 
attempts to expand their European sphere of influence the Amer¬ 
icans and British regarded with growing suspicion. The Ameri¬ 
cans, who soon emerged as the dominant force in the Western 
camp, realized that Germany afforded a key political battleground 
amid increasingly palpable tensions between East and West. 
Since several international conferences failed to reach an agree¬ 
ment on Germany’s political future, the Soviets and the Western 
Allies took steps to consolidate their occupation zones politi¬ 
cally and economically, thereby further stoking mutual mistrust. 
In October 1946, the U.S. administration abandoned its restric¬ 
tive economic policy vis-a-vis German industry, a step signaling 
the onset of energetic reconstruction policies in the former en¬ 
emy country. In 1948, this change of strategy culminated in the 
inclusion of Germany’s western zones in the Marshall Plan, the 
famous loan program through which the United States helped 
revitalize Western European economies. 27 

The Volkswagen works was one of the earliest beneficiaries of 
new Western economic policies. In the spring of 1947, the Amer¬ 
ican and British authorities ordered the production of 160,000 
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vehicles from West German plants, thereby “virtually exempting 
the German car industry from dismantling.” In light of these new 
circumstances, the British authorities embarked on a search for 
an energetic German chief executive with the skills to oversee 
the large production facility in Wolfsburg. Ideally, this new “gen¬ 
eral director” would possess a background combining proven 
managerial experience with technical expertise in the auto sector 
that would allow him to set the plant on a course of expansion. 
A record of comparative detachment from the Nazi regime and 
a relatively uncompromised political past were crucial require¬ 
ments for a candidate seeking to run a factory that owed its ex¬ 
istence to a National Socialist prestige project and was thus 
prone to future scrutiny. Given the German auto industry’s inter¬ 
national backwardness before 1939 and the central part busi¬ 
ness had played in a war economy that relied on millions of 
forced laborers, the occupiers were looking for a manager with 
rare qualifications indeed. Ferdinand Porsche, who was impris¬ 
oned for eighteen months in France after the war for having 
requisitioned machinery from French automakers, was alto¬ 
gether unsuitable for this position. While Porsche’s design com¬ 
pany in Stuttgart survived the immediate postwar era and subse¬ 
quently flourished under his son, the creator of the “people’s 
car” was to visit the Volkswagen plant only one more time be¬ 
fore his death in 1951. 28 

When the British authorities learned in the fall of 1947 that 
Fleinrich Nordhoff (1899-1968) lived in Hamburg and was 
looking for a permanent position, they did not hesitate to invite 
him to Wolfsburg. A graduate in mechanical engineering from 
the Technical University in Berlin, Nordhoff had joined Opel in 
1929 just after the company was taken over by General Motors. 
He had filled a leading position in the service department, which 
involved several visits to the United States; recognizing his nego¬ 
tiating skills, the Opel board had sent him in the late thirties to 
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Berlin, where he procured contracts from the Nazi government. 
As an executive at Germany’s largest producer of passenger cars 
during the Third Reich, he had also counted among the manag¬ 
ers who had vainly tried to undermine the regime’s plans for a 
“people’s car.” At the end of the war, Nordhoff ran Opel’s truck 
factory in Brandenburg, the largest installation of its type in 
Europe. By no means meteoric, Nordhoff’s career nonetheless 
made him stand out among Germany’s executives for his first¬ 
hand knowledge of American business practices in the auto in¬ 
dustry, as well as his experience with mass production. 29 

Although he wished to continue at the General Motors sub¬ 
sidiary, Nordhoff had been denied a work permit by American 
occupation authorities and lost his position at GM owing to the 
vagaries of the denazification process—and despite support from 
his employers in Detroit. While his denazification panel made up 
of German jurors had recommended him to be cleared, the 
American military government, which retained vetoing rights, 
banned him from future employment in their sector. The Ameri¬ 
cans reached this decision because the Nazi regime had honored 
Nordhoff as a “leader of the war economy,” an award received 
by a heterogeneous group of four hundred businessmen that in¬ 
cluded, but was by no means exclusively composed of, die-hard 
supporters of National Socialism. Nordhoff, who had never 
joined the Nazi Party, primarily owed this award to his manage¬ 
rial contributions to the war effort rather than to his political 
allegiance. While the Americans considered all such leaders ideo¬ 
logically suspicious and hence unsuitable for senior posts, the 
British had fewer qualms. Rejected by the Americans while 
simultaneously courted by the British, Nordhoff considered him¬ 
self a prime example of “how questionable the whole proce¬ 
dure” of denazification was. 30 

However inconsistent his denazification examination may 
have been, Nordhoff did not emerge from the Third Reich free 
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from moral blemish. During the war, the truck factory under his 
management in Brandenburg had employed between sixteen 
hundred and twenty-one hundred foreign workers. Nordhoff, 
a practicing Catholic, appears to have secured sufficient food 
rations, clothing, and accommodation for the forced workers, 
but he could not prevent their mistreatment at the hands of SA 
guards whose violence upheld the system of compulsory labor. 
“To get the works through the war intact,” Nordhoff’s biogra¬ 
pher has written, the manager “arranged himself with the system 
of forced labor.” To be sure, he was not one of the numerous 
German entrepreneurs and managers who treated forced labor 
with indifference or brutality. Yet despite his Catholic creed, his 
detachment from the Nazi Party, and his attempts to limit war 
workers’ suffering, Nordhoff became complicit with the National 
Socialist terror regime by supporting its war effort. 31 

If Nordhoff’s endeavors to preserve his personal moral integ¬ 
rity during the war set him apart from many of his colleagues, 
his promotion to “general director” at the Volkswagen works after 
a period of compulsory unemployment fits into a broader pattern 
among the West German economic elite. As initiatives to rebuild 
the economy gathered momentum during the incipient Cold 
War, the Western Allies saw no alternative to rehabilitating nu¬ 
merous managers with politically compromised careers. As a re¬ 
sult, a cohort in their forties with experience in influential, albeit 
second-tier, appointments in the war economy assumed posi¬ 
tions at the helm of the postwar West German economy. Since 
many established directors also resumed their posts, West Ger¬ 
man business circles displayed a pronounced continuity in per¬ 
sonnel across the political watershed of 1945. 32 

When Nordhoff took up his new post on January 1,1948, the 
survival of the Volkswagen works constituted the main focus of 
his activities. After visits to Wolfsburg the previous fall, he har¬ 
bored no illusions about the difficulties he faced. So far, the fac- 
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tory had mainly produced vehicles for military authorities, but 
the prospect of competing in a civilian market was an altogether 
different proposition. The new general director unleashed a 
frenzy of activity, regularly working seventeen-hour days to put 
the factory on a stable footing. 33 In the early months of 1948, 
Nordhoff established a hierarchical management structure to 
tighten his control of the plant, a step supported by the British 
authorities. Drawing on his experience at Opel’s service depart¬ 
ment, he expanded the dealership network that the British had 
started in October 1946. He negotiated several export deals to 
Switzerland, Sweden, and Belgium, which brought much-needed 
U.S. dollars into the company. Above all, Nordhoff focused 
on the factory and its product. His initial survey revealed that 
the plant manufactured in far too inefficient and expensive a 
manner, and as a result he demanded that individual productiv¬ 
ity rise by 30 percent. Improving the car’s quality became a 
key objective, and the new chief executive intensified efforts to 
eradicate the vehicle’s technical deficiencies that threatened its 
competitiveness. 34 

That it proved impossible to raise monthly output substan¬ 
tially over one thousand vehicles in the first half of 1948 cannot 
be regarded as a failure on Nordhoff’s part but rather reflected 
Germany’ dysfunctional economy. In 1947, the Western Allies 
began to acknowledge that German business activities would 
emerge from hibernation only after serious reforms. Allied ex¬ 
perts as well as a group of liberal German economists identified 
two closely related problems. To begin with, the rationing sys¬ 
tem severely curtailed supplies, thereby fueling a black market 
that could never function as a site for sustained growth given its 
illegal nature. Since wartime inflation had eroded the value of 
the reichsmark, the black market in turn ran on cumbersome barter 
arrangements that frequently forced traders to assemble compli¬ 
cated chains of exchange to secure a particular commodity. In 
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short, Allied scarcity planning and a worthless currency com¬ 
bined to fuel a shadow economy that was not only illegal but 
inefficient and therefore a serious impediment to growth. 35 

As Nordhoff sought to stabilize operations in Wolfsburg, ru¬ 
mors abounded that official planning and rationing would be 
severely curtailed in the summer of 1948. This implied that the 
market forces of supply and demand would soon determine 
commodity flows and prices to a far larger extent than had been 
the case in Germany since the mid-thirties, when the National 
Socialists had intensified their state-directed armament drive. 
The introduction of market mechanisms, in turn, required a cur¬ 
rency reform to rebalance the volume of money in circulation 
with existing levels of economic activity. It was on June 20,1948, 
that the authorities launched a new currency in the western 
sectors—the deutsche mark (DM). 36 

Over the years, German collective memory came to associate 
this date with shop windows that overnight became filled with 
previously unavailable goods, retrospectively acting as a harbinger 
of future prosperity. At the time, however, most contemporaries 
reacted with profound shock at the draconian stipulations that 
Ludwig Erhard, the economic director in the British-American bi¬ 
zone and West Germany’s future economics minister, implemented 
to restrict the amount of DMs in circulation. While every citizen 
received DM60 in two installments, private savings accounts were 
effectively cut by 93.5 percent. Salaries, wages, rents, and public 
pensions retained their nominal value, but all other regular pay¬ 
ments, including private pensions, were reduced by 90 percent. The 
business world did not escape unscathed either, as companies had 
to write off 90 percent of their financial reserves. 37 

Erhard coupled the currency reform with a deregulation of 
prices on most goods, thereby largely abolishing the rationing 
system and forcing the black market out of business. While ac¬ 
knowledging the financial losses his policies involved for many 
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average citizens, Erhard hoped his measures would spur economic 
growth in several respects. “Whereas before June 20 money had 
been plentiful but in practice hardly worth earning,” a scholar 
has observed, “now goods were appearing in far greater quanti¬ 
ties but money was scarce. This gave the German people a tre¬ 
mendous incentive to work.” 38 Erhard and his supporters thus 
gambled that his reform would drive the population to their jobs 
and counteract the high rates of absenteeism that afflicted work¬ 
places all over Germany. The reformers also calculated that busi¬ 
nesses with drastically reduced reserves would need the new, 
scarce currency to keep their operations going, thereby literally 
forcing them to make money by producing and selling in a com¬ 
petitive marketplace. The coming months came to show that the 
currency reform and the introduction of free markets acted as 
vital stimuli to the economic reinvigoration of Germany’s west¬ 
ern sectors. Nonetheless, the road to growth was paved with 
many obstacles. 

After the currency reform, the Volkswagen works soon showed 
signs of improvement. Fluctuation and absenteeism among the 
workforce plunged from late June 1948 onward, since employ¬ 
ees now valued their jobs as a source of regular, meaningful in¬ 
come. A steady workforce facilitated production planning, as 
did the more predictable flow of supplies that developed thereaf¬ 
ter. As a consequence, individual productivity increased, stoking 
an increase in output. In July 1948, eighteen hundred automo¬ 
biles left the factory in Wolfsburg; in June 1949, the figure stood 
at over thirty-eight hundred cars. The factory’s rising production 
curve reflected expanding demand from a clientele that under¬ 
went a major change in 1948. While the occupiers had received 
almost three-quarters of the plant’s output in 1947, a year later 
60 percent of the automobiles made in Wolfsburg went to do¬ 
mestic customers, among whom businessmen received the lion’s 
share. Preferential deliveries for “industry,” a newsletter explained, 
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occurred in the hope of aiding a wider economic recovery. Im¬ 
proved sales and productivity put the management in a position 
to announce a 15 percent pay rise in October 1948, which took 
the average hourly wage to DM1.34, a rate significantly above 
the remuneration levels of most German workers outside coal 
mining. The budding West German press noted these encourag¬ 
ing economic trends and began to cite Wolfsburg as an example 
of the upturn in the territory covered by the deutsche mark. 39 

As sales improved at home, Nordhoff never lost sight of the in¬ 
ternational market and redoubled efforts to develop a model suit¬ 
able for export. To ensure the vehicle’s attractiveness to customers 
abroad, he invited foreign car dealers to the factory in early Octo¬ 
ber 1948 and asked them to evaluate five versions of the Volks¬ 
wagen car with varying interior and exterior designs. “We know 
that our cars have deficiencies. We do everything in our power to 
remove these deficiencies,” the general director explained before 
underlining the importance of the traders’ feedback: “We want to 
and have to leave the basic construction unaltered. We have 
changed the exterior appearance, and that is not negligible. Please 
be critical. Please be thorough. Your opinion will have decisive 
consequences,” he assured the salesmen. The car’s basic technical 
characteristics, Nordhoff suggested, were sound, but the automo¬ 
bile required substantial aesthetic modifications. 40 

While we know nothing of the dealers’ reactions to these ex¬ 
perimental models, the management launched a new “export ver¬ 
sion” in June 1949. Designed for more comfort than Porsche’s 
original, it still ran with an unsynchronized transmission and re¬ 
mained equipped with mechanical brakes. The improved model, 
however, featured more-effective soundproofing. Above all, in- 
house designers had turned their attention to the car’s spartan in¬ 
terior, embellishing the dashboard with a chromium strip, and fit¬ 
ting a sunshield as well as adjustable upholstered seats covered 
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with sturdy, color-coordinated fabrics. The vehicle also sported a 
durable coat of glossy synthetic resin paint that increased the 
body’s longevity and enhanced its visual appeal. The journalists at 
the launch may have regarded the new automobile’s shiny exterior 
primarily as a commercially motivated cosmetic alteration, but 
Nordhoff elevated this aspect to one of the car’s defining features. 
On offer in “pastel green,” “medium brown,” and “Bordeaux 
red,” the “export limousine,” the general director explained, had 
received a “paint job absolutely characteristic of peacetime.” In 
the context of a vehicle with a Nazi pedigree, this attempt to link 
glossy paint with peace was less curious than it may initially ap¬ 
pear. The automobile of 1949, Nordhoff implied, differed from 
the “people’s car” commissioned by the militaristic Nazi dictator¬ 
ship as well as the matte green vehicles produced under British 
management. As he highlighted the export model’s new aesthetic 
features, Nordhoff strove to dissociate it from its compromised 
recent past and recast it as a postwar commodity. 41 

But divesting the automobile made in Wolfsburg of its Nazi 
sheen would take more than shiny new paint. After all, numerous 
material characteristics, including the car’s distinctive silhouette, 
its air-cooled rear engine, and its torsion-bar suspension, hailed 
directly from the Third Reich and thus evoked the artifact that 
the National Socialists had trumpeted as a symbol of the 
Volksgemeinschaft only a few years earlier. Beyond memories of 
the dictatorship, political developments in Wolfsburg themselves 
were liable to compound the automobile’s image problems. In 
1948 and 1949, the town made the national news not only for 
auto manufacturing but also for a singular upswing of right- 
wing extremism that turned nationalist enemies of democracy 
into the strongest force on the city council. In January 1949, a 
reporter for a Berlin daily went so far as to warn against “neo- 
fascism in Wolfsburg.” 42 
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Two months earlier, a splinter group under the name of the 
German Justice Party (Deutsche Rechtspartei, or DRP) had 
secured 64 percent of the local vote, ousting the Social Demo¬ 
crats from the city council. Composed overwhelmingly of for¬ 
mer members of the Nazi Party, the DRP fought the election in 
November 1948 on a profoundly revanchist platform that in¬ 
cluded demands for an immediate end to denazification and the 
restitution of full sovereignty to a unified, remilitarized Germany 
in its prewar borders. This nationalistic outbreak in late 1948 
might have been dismissed as an episodic protest, but further 
ballots in May and August 1949 saw the extreme Right gain 48 
and 40 percent in Wolfsburg respectively. On these occasions, 
some voters demanded on their ballot papers: “We want Adolf 
Hitler.” Only an unprecedented coalition between Conservative 
Christian Democrats, Social Democrats, and Communists sup¬ 
ported by the British authorities kept the nationalists out of local 
office. Similar leanings became manifest in elections of workers’ 
representatives at VW, which saw a former Luftwaffe major and 
founding member of several radical right-wing organizations 
win the highest number of votes into the early fifties. Swastika 
graffiti repeatedly appeared on walls of the plant. No other city 
in the western sectors displayed even remotely similar levels of 
support for revanchist tendencies as Wolfsburg. 43 

To some extent, the DRP profited from a wider groundswell 
of nostalgia for the Nazis as well as burgeoning frustration with 
denazification. As polls in the British sector revealed in May 1948, 
fewer than 30 percent of the public deemed National Socialism a 
“bad idea,” while a solid majority thought it had been “a good 
idea badly carried out.” Those considering denazification a suc¬ 
cess numbered below 30 percent. These figures partly reflected 
the inconsistency with which denazification panels passed judg¬ 
ments, but they also illustrate an outright refusal among large 
parts of the German population to confront the “question of 
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guilt” (Scbuldfrage), as philosopher Karl Jaspers termed it in 
1946. 44 

The Allies’ increasingly lenient line vis-a-vis war criminals only 
reinforced this tendency. In 1946, the British authorities had not 
hesitated to execute the doctor responsible for the deaths at the 
children’s camp at Riihen, but two years later they acquitted lo¬ 
cal party leader Ernst Liitge, who claimed to have shot dead an 
unarmed Ukrainian war worker in self-defense during an inter¬ 
rogation at the Volkswagen plant in November 1943. Liitge 
based his plea on prominent character testimonials, including a 
lengthy statement by Ferdinand Porsche, who praised the party 
official for his supposedly humanitarian conduct. Liitge, Porsche 
asserted, had secured plentiful food rations for forced workers 
and “insisted on treating foreigners correctly and decently.... I 
recall him as an immaculate and humane individual.” 45 That the 
Ukrainian victim had attracted Liitge’s attention for illicitly boil¬ 
ing a potato reveals Porsche’s claim about the supposedly plenti¬ 
ful rations as a threadbare, cynical attempt at self-exoneration. 
Moreover, the party official, the prosecution uncovered, had al¬ 
ready been sentenced by a German court in 1944 after shooting 
and beating to death another forced war worker who had stolen 
a piece of fruit. 46 

In an environment in which mendacity could gain the upper 
hand and convicted killers like Liitge walked free, Wolfsburg 
proved a particularly fertile ground for right-wing extremists. To 
a degree, the Right thrived because the DRP focused its cam¬ 
paign almost exclusively on Wolfsburg. Moreover, as a histo¬ 
rian has observed, the town “lacked seasoned politicians who 
could have gathered experience in the Weimar Republic” to 
oppose the Right effectively. Wolfsburg contained its fair share 
of people with little desire to let go of the recent past. Among 
this group that amplified right-wing electoral campaigns, a 
journalist observed, were “former officers, professional soldiers, 
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and privates [Landser],” as well as people “who had been 
forced to abandon their livelihoods for political reasons” after 
1945. The latter comprised erstwhile SS men and local Nazi dig¬ 
nitaries, including Wolfsburg’s former lord mayor and city trea¬ 
surer, who both had lost their jobs in the town administration 
but secured positions at the plant. In effect, the journalist con¬ 
cluded, Wolfsburg acted as “a reception camp for failed people” 
who preserved an oppressive “military esprit de corps.” 47 

Meanwhile, the German Justice Party’s pledge to campaign 
for national unity in prewar borders exerted a deep appeal on 
the thousands of ethnic German refugees and expellees that made 
up around half of Wolfsburg’s population—more than twice the 
regional average. Despite their employment at the Volkswagen 
works, their lives showed few signs of improvement in late 1948. 
While housing shortages persisted, the introduction of the deutsche 
mark earlier that year triggered a substantial price rise for many 
basic staples, causing the population to take to the streets in nu¬ 
merous cities. All over West Germany, refugees and expellees 
counted among those hardest hit, since they lacked material re¬ 
serves. In Wolfsburg, with its disproportionate share of utterly 
impoverished recent arrivals, soaring discontent at seemingly 
unceasing deprivation played a major role in the exceptional 
success of the Right. 48 

Reports about Wolfsburg being a stronghold of the radical 
Right posed a substantial commercial danger for the VW works, 
threatening to recontaminate the car with its ideological origins. 
After the German Justice Party’s electoral triumph in late No¬ 
vember 1948, Nordhoff, who had initially refrained from ad¬ 
dressing the workforce on the Nazi past for fear of alienating 
employees, abandoned his reticence in an impassioned speech to 
the entire factory. “That prices are high, that all goods are scarce 
and frequently of inferior quality,” the general director pointed 
out, “is neither the fault of the [German bizonal] administration, 
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nor can it be changed by joining an organization or ... by bang¬ 
ing the drum in the street—tempting as that may be.” Rather 
than expect “the living standard of 1938,” he continued, the citi¬ 
zens of Wolfsburg had to acknowledge the causes and scale of 
the disastrous present: 

Past and present are separated by a war that we started and that 
we lost, by the death of millions of men in their best years, by the 
loss of tens of thousands of valuable machines and factories, of 
unimaginable treasures of raw materials; they are separated by the 
destruction of our currency and savings, by the emaciation of our 
fields and the terrible breakup of our country into bits and pieces 
that no one yet knows how to put together again . 49 

Beyond defending the recent currency reform, Nordhoff un¬ 
equivocally called upon his compatriots to accept the burden of 
defeat, as well as Germans’ liability for their own plight. Nordhoff 
clearly rejected the notion that National Socialism had been a 
“good idea badly carried out.” He positioned himself against a 
nascent culture of collective victimhood that cast Germans as pas¬ 
sive casualties of Allied bombings and forced expulsion, amid si¬ 
lence about their active involvement with the Nazi regime. Nord¬ 
hoff did not deny German suffering, but from his perspective 
Germans had to accept responsibility for their difficulties. As he 
read his employees the riot act, Nordhoff stayed within clear lim¬ 
its. For instance, he mentioned neither the genocide of the Jews nor 
other crimes committed in Germany’s name, and thus steered well 
clear of the “question of guilt.” Within a climate that overwhelm¬ 
ingly cast Germans as passive sufferers, his appeal to accept the 
war’s material consequences was as exceptional as his silence about 
suffering among Jews and non-Germans was conventional. 50 

Above all, the head of the Volkswagen factory called upon 
employees to seize the initiative in accordance with the following 
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maxim: “We should make no demands, but quietly do the only 
thing that will lead us from our deepest misery, and that is to 
work.” He returned to this theme throughout 1948, demanding 
that the workforce “achieve” (leisten). Having stated in June 
that the currency reform would “reveal who achieves some¬ 
thing,” he took up this idea a few months later in a reminder that 
“one thing alone gets us ahead: work and achievement.” By reit¬ 
erating the need to “achieve” in the face of obstacles, Nordhoff 
invoked a figure of speech that carried deeply familiar overtones 
for most employees, given that numerous Nazi orators had re¬ 
sorted to the identical formulation during the war. In May 1942, 
for instance, Hitler declared the war “a battle of achievement 
for German enterprises” that would end in “final victory.” Even 
politically well-intentioned speakers such as Nordhoff found it 
impossible to move beyond the recent past in historically uncon¬ 
taminated language. 51 

Given the long shadow the Third Reich cast over Germany in the 
second half of the forties, the Volkswagen car did not yet push its 
Nazi past to the sidelines and fashion a new public image. When 
Nordhoff presented the first “export” version to the public in 
June 1949, his cautious attempt to relate the vehicle to a postwar 
era of peace was bound to prove largely ineffective. For one 
thing, West Germany’s fractured media landscape restricted the 
circulation of stories offering novel interpretations of the car 
made in Wolfsburg. More important, however, the inchoate na¬ 
ture of Germany’s political and social contours impeded the for¬ 
mation of an alternative image for the car made in Wolfsburg. 
Attempts to associate the vehicle with peace could only prove 
largely ineffectual as long as Wolfsburg made headlines for a re¬ 
surgent Right that profited from local radicals and the plight of 
large numbers of refugees. As a result, the erstwhile KdF Car be¬ 
gan its postwar career in a state of cultural limbo between the 
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collapsed Third Reich and the emerging Federal Republic of 
Germany. 

The enduring basic question of who actually owned the vast 
factory after the Third Reich’s end exemplified the uncertainty 
surrounding the car. When the British authorities lifted many 
economic restrictions after the foundation of the West German 
state in 1949, they could not identify a proprietor of the plant. 
After months of wrangling, the British occupiers and the new 
federal government in Bonn signed a clumsy compromise that 
placed the works under the joint ownership of the Federal Re¬ 
public and the state of Lower Saxony. The negotiators them¬ 
selves recognized this legal construction, which subjected a com¬ 
pany operating in a market economy to twofold state supervision, 
as an undesirable economic hybrid and agreed on the need for a 
future federal law to settle the issue of ownership. It was thus 
under merely provisional proprietorship that the company— 
which increasing numbers of contemporaries now began to call 
“Volkswagen”—expanded production at the beginning of the 
Federal Republic’s history. 

Despite the insecurity that surrounded both car and produc¬ 
tion site in 1949, the occupation period laid important founda¬ 
tions for the factory’s subsequent economic good fortunes. The 
pragmatic decision of the British to alleviate a vehicle shortage 
in their sector by putting Ferdinand Porsche’s prototype into 
production proved crucial for the future of the Volkswagen 
works because it removed them from the list of potential repara¬ 
tions. Amid tremendously difficult conditions between the sum¬ 
mer of 1945 and late 1947, Ivan Hirst initiated serial manufac¬ 
ture of the civilian vehicle, began to build a national dealership 
network, hired a sizable workforce, and prompted technical im¬ 
provements on the rudimentary Volkswagen car. Hirst prepared 
the ground for Heinrich Nordhoff’s initiatives that aimed to put 
the Volkswagen works on a sound commercial footing from 
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1948. The former Opel manager not only launched a drive to 
increase productivity but made the development of a vehicle 
suitable for international markets one of his priorities. Steering 
the factory through the difficult period of the currency reform, the 
new manager oversaw an incipient expansion of production that 
boded well for the future. 

In fact, the occupation period signaled a shift in the hierarchy 
among German auto firms. While operations in Wolfsburg began 
in late 1945, it took until the second half of 1947 for Opel, Ford, 
and Mercedes-Benz to resume production. All these companies 
had suffered far more destruction in air raids than Volkswagen, 
which the Allied authorities privileged immediately after the war. 
This early period of activity worked to Wolfsburg’s commercial 
advantage. By the beginning of 1949, the Volkswagen factory 
had established a significant early lead over competitors, turning 
out 19,127 vehicles in the previous year while output at Opel, 
Germany’s dominant car producer before the war, stood at just 
5,762. 52 It was still altogether unclear whether these figures her¬ 
alded a lasting transformation in West Germany’s car landscape. 
Nonetheless, a new automotive player had appeared on the 
scene. With its vast, debt-free, and Fordist production facilities 
and its well-tested, Porsche-designed automobile, Volkswagen 
enjoyed significant long-term advantages as it began commercial 
operations in the late forties. In the next decade, the car was to 
step out of the Third Reich’s shadow and establish itself as the 
undisputed collective symbol of the young Federal Republic. 
Volkswagen’s subsequent economic strength and the car’s cul¬ 
tural prominence, however, owed an immense debt to develop¬ 
ments in Wolfsburg during the immediate postwar years when 
the British began the process that turned Europe’s largest auto¬ 
mobile factory from a Nazi prestige project and military produc¬ 
tion site into a civilian auto works. 
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“Last Saturday, newsreel reporters and television journalists had 
before their lenses an extravaganza in honor of the economic 
miracle.” Thus began the weekly magazine Der Spiegel’s detailed 
article on the lavish festivities organized by the Volkswagen 
works in August 1955 to celebrate the one millionth car pro¬ 
duced in Wolfsburg. After religious services in the morning, one 
hundred thousand people gathered in a temporary stadium 
erected for the occasion and watched a spectacle of “inter¬ 
national attractions” that had the reporter rubbing his eyes in¬ 
credulously: “Scantily clad ladies from the world famous Mou¬ 
lin Rouge swung their legs, South African negro choirs sang 
spirituals, 32 Scottish female highland dancers stomped around 
to the sound of bagpipes, Swiss flag bearers twirled their stan¬ 
dards.” After three hours of dazzling music and dance, general 
director Heinrich Nordhoff, recently awarded a prestigious 
Starred Federal Service Cross, took to the stage to the tunes of 
twelve marching bands playing Johann Strauss and thanked the 
labor force for its hard work in a short speech that closed with a 
characteristic clarion call: “Ahead to the second million!” After 
his address, Nordhoff switched into the role of a game show 
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Workers surround the one millionth WV, which rolled off the line in 1955 
painted all in gold. The company staged a weekend of sumptuous celebra¬ 
tions in honor of this symbol of the "economic miracle." Courtesy of Volkswagen 
Aktiengesellschaft. 


host, overseeing a lottery that distributed fifty-one Volkswagens 
among the gathered employees. Those desiring further diversion 
could proceed to a fun fair with merry-go-rounds, a roller 
coaster, and bumper car rides or watch soccer matches through¬ 
out the weekend. “It was a royal festival lasting three days,” the 
journalist concluded. 1 

Everyone, including the twelve hundred press representatives 
who had accepted VW’s invitation to attend the celebration, 
knew that the company’s ability to hold court so sumptuously 
only ten years after Germany’s ignominious collapse rested upon 
roaring demand for its main product. In Wolfsburg, the car was 
the star, and VW acknowledged this fact by painting its one mil¬ 
lionth model in gold and encrusting its bumper with rhinestones. 
Beyond evoking local pride, the vehicle developed into a verita- 
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ble golden calf all over West Germany in the course of the fifties. 
Rather than remain a neutral, functional object, the Volkswagen 
turned into a prominent collective symbol inseparable from West 
Germany’s rapid recovery, which soon became known ubiqui¬ 
tously as the “economic miracle.” By the end of the fifties, Der 
Spiegel labeled the car “the German miracle’s favorite child.” 
VW pursued an active public relations policy to encourage such 
flattering readings of its main product. No matter whether the 
company gave a press conference, celebrated a production jubi¬ 
lee, launched a modified model of its best-selling vehicle, or 
opened a stand at an auto show, Nordhoff insisted on lavish 
settings, impeccable hospitality, and generous reimbursement ar¬ 
rangements for hundreds and at times thousands of reporters 
and guests. In addition to wooing the press, the company not 
only issued numerous booklets, brochures, and pamphlets about 
its product but, in 1954, produced a seventy-five-minute factual 
color film entitled Under Our Oivn Steam distributed across the 
country to propagate news of Volkswagen’s steady rise. VW’s PR 
targeted drivers with Gute Fahrt (Safe Journey), a monthly mag¬ 
azine that reached a six-figure circulation by the mid-fifties. 2 

The Volkswagen’s elevation to iconic status in West Germany 
cannot be primarily attributed to its manufacturer’s promo¬ 
tional initiatives. Even the most expensive public relations 
strategy would have fallen flat had it not resonated with con¬ 
temporaries. In the eyes of many citizens of the early Federal 
Republic, the Volkswagen appeared as the embodiment of core 
values that defined the new country they were in the process of 
building. Although burdened by its origins in the Third Reich, 
the Volkswagen’s ambivalent legacy presented far fewer diffi¬ 
culties for the vehicle’s iconic ascent than one might expect. 
The car’s appeal derived in part from the opportunities it of¬ 
fered to recount Germany’s recent and highly compromised 
history along favorable lines. These tales embraced extremely 
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selective interpretations of the immediate past, foregrounding 
certain motifs while marginalizing those that would have cast 
postwar Germans in a morally questionable light. Rather than 
straightforward “suppression,” it was a particular mode of re¬ 
counting Germany’s immediate past that helped the Volkswagen 
pass through a “historical carwash” after 1945. 3 

As the vehicle emerged as a collective marker, much of its sym¬ 
bolic power sprang from its ubiquity. With annual sales figures 
reaching six-figure territory by the mid-fifties, the VW’s central 
role in the Federal Republic’s mass motorization ensured that 
the car was virtually omnipresent in West German society. The 
vehicle’s proliferation left a deep imprint on the word “Volks¬ 
wagen.” Initially a vague term denoting an affordable car for the 
wider population—an idea the Nazis had taken up with much 
clamor—“Volkswagen” turned into a thoroughly familiar brand 
name for a successful company, as well as its most successful 
product. 

With its high public profile and its firm roots in the private 
realm, the Volkswagen functioned as one of West Germany’s few 
largely uncontested collective symbols. Germany’s recent descent 
into barbarism, and the country’s subsequent split into two sepa¬ 
rate states as a result of the Cold War, complicated virtually all 
attempts to provide the foundations for national collective iden¬ 
tities. In the political domain, the search for collective identifica¬ 
tion proved particularly difficult, since nationalism had been 
thoroughly discredited by National Socialism. Moreover, in light 
of the country’s recent division, few contemporaries viewed the 
Federal Republic as a “nation.” In consequence, for the time be¬ 
ing, the new democratic institutions of the Federal Republic 
elicited little enthusiasm. Bonn, West Germany’s capital, was 
ironically dismissed by many contemporaries as a “federal village” 
for its small size of roughly one hundred thousand inhabitants. 
It even took the new country’s political elite several passionate 
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conflicts before reaching an agreement about a national anthem 
in 1952. 4 

The dearth of federal symbols and the antagonistic debates 
surrounding them, however, could not conceal the wider popula¬ 
tion’s desire for reaffirming collective icons. When the West Ger¬ 
man team surprised everybody by returning from the soccer 
world tournament in Switzerland in 1954 as champions, they 
were greeted by a wave of enthusiasm. This victory offered a “col¬ 
lective experience of success that gained almost mythical sym¬ 
bolic power.” While the ensuing festivities, during which team 
members paraded through Munich in Volkswagen cabriolets, 
revealed a widespread desire for collective reference points 
among the West German population, the so-called “miracle of 
Berne” remained an isolated and altogether exceptional episode. 
In this respect, the triumph on the soccer field differed funda¬ 
mentally from the Volkswagen, which gained a steady and the¬ 
matically broad iconic presence in West Germany owing to its 
prominence in everyday life. 5 

As the Volkswagen developed into an unprecedented commer¬ 
cial success, public attention did not remain focused solely on 
the vehicle but frequently turned to the production site to which 
it owed its existence. In the fifties and early sixties, the VW works 
and its adjacent town acted like a magnet for scores of reporters 
and writers because developments in Wolfsburg provided shin¬ 
ing examples of the reconstruction processes then transforming 
the Federal Republic from an impoverished, rubble-strewn coun¬ 
try into an affluent industrial society with full employment. Al¬ 
beit a geographically marginal, medium-size municipality less 
than ten miles from the Iron Curtain, Wolfsburg assumed a 
conspicuous place in the West German imagination and helped 
shape central contemporary assumptions about the nature of the 
postwar recovery. Founded with much pomp and circumstance 
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in the Third Reich, the city had failed to live up to the regime’s 
promises, yet its economic trajectory after the war demonstrated 
how West Germany had moved beyond the recent past, directing 
the public gaze toward a sector that had historically played only 
a minor part in the German economy. As Volkswagen rose to 
corporate prominence, a slew of articles and books about the 
factory and its benefits for Wolfsburg’s inhabitants added crucial 
elements to the car’s iconography in West Germany, linking it 
closely to a success story that unfolded in the realm of industrial 
production. 

The transformation of the Volkswagen works from an eco¬ 
nomically unrealistic initiative to prominent, successful big busi¬ 
ness was intimately tied to the economic boom that underpinned 
the Federal Republic’s political and social consolidation in the 
fifties. After the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950, the West 
German economy grew annually by 8 percent over the next ten 
years and prospered at an average annual rate of 6.5 percent 
throughout the sixties. Far more than coal mines and iron and 
steel works, it was the rapid expansion of chemical and electrical 
companies, mechanical engineering firms, and car producers that 
fueled West Germany’s economic rebirth, a trend that signaled 
a gradual structural shift in the country’s manufacturing base 
away from the traditionally dominant sectors of the Ruhr. At the 
same time, the Federal Republic gained an increasingly promi¬ 
nent presence in the global economy. Between 1950 and 1960, 
the country’s share of overall global exports rose from 3 percent 
to 10 percent. Responsible for roughly one-fifth of the Federal 
Republic’s GDP by 1960, success in export markets—in con¬ 
junction with domestic economic reconstruction—laid a crucial 
foundation for a considerable improvement in living standards. 
The completion of five million new dwellings in the fifties, more 
than half being affordable public housing, helped ease the post¬ 
war shortage of residences, while a fall in unemployment from 
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13.5 percent in 1950 to just 1 percent at the end of the decade 
went hand in hand with significant pay increases at a time of low 
inflation. As a result, average real incomes doubled in the 1950s. 
Most of these upward trends continued until the oil crisis of the 
early seventies, making the period between 1950 and the oil 
shock the longest and strongest boom in German history. 6 

Economic historians have advanced several explanations to 
account for this unique upswing. One school of thought has em¬ 
phasized that the West German economy succeeded in unleash¬ 
ing a productive potential in the fifties previously stifled by the 
political turmoil of the interwar years and subsequently by the 
belligerent economic policies of the Nazis. The immediate post¬ 
war years amounted to a reconstruction phase for an economy 
that already ranked among the most highly developed in the 
world before the boom began. Another line of interpretation has 
drawn attention to the positive effects resulting from the enact¬ 
ment of Ludwig Erhard’s vision of a “social market economy” 
during his tenure as economics minister. According to Erhard, 
the state’s role was to establish a dynamic economic order that 
safeguarded free enterprise and competition, encouraged entre¬ 
preneurship with a sense of social responsibility, expanded prop¬ 
erty ownership among the wider population, and put in place 
social safeguards for the weak. Although only partially imple¬ 
mented, the “social market economy” successfully limited eco¬ 
nomic state interventionism and curtailed a widespread inclina¬ 
tion among big business to avert competition through cartels 
and trusts. Erhard pursued an economic policy designed to 
bring “prosperity through competition,” as the English title of 
his programmatic best seller put it. Yet West Germany’s boom 
would have been inconceivable without the fundamental recon¬ 
struction of the international economy that occurred under 
American auspices after World War 11. The Bretton Woods sys¬ 
tem of fixed exchange rates and the American-led push toward 
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the liberalization of international trade through the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade provided a crucial context in 
which West German companies returned to the world market. 
U.S. support of Western European initiatives for supranational 
economic and political cooperation achieved similar effects, 
since these initiatives led to the foundation of the European 
Economic Community in 1957 and gradually opened Western 
European markets for West German companies. A combina¬ 
tion of the Federal Republic’s own growth potential, a new 
international institutional framework, and German economic 
policy, then, were responsible for West Germany’s economic 
expansion. 7 

In few places did the boom manifest itself as potently as in 
Wolfsburg. During the fifties, Volkswagen consolidated the ten¬ 
tative lead it had gained during the occupation period and estab¬ 
lished itself firmly as West Germany’s dominant car producer by 
a considerable margin. Buoyed by burgeoning domestic and in¬ 
ternational demand, Volkswagen expanded its annual output 
from 46,154 automobiles in 1949 to roughly 960,000 in 1961, 
during which time the company’s workforce in West Germany 
increased from 10,227 to 69,446. In the domestic market for 
passenger vehicles, VW’s share oscillated between 34 and 40 
percent between 1951 and 1961, while Opel, the Federal Repub¬ 
lic’s second-largest producer, trailed by at least 15 percentage 
points. The city of Wolfsburg showed impressive signs of growth 
as well: the number of inhabitants more than doubled, from 
roughly 30,000 to 63,000, between 1952 and 1960. By the end 
of the occupation period, with its housing still dominated by 
cramped barracks, Wolfsburg had begun to experience a con¬ 
struction boom that alleviated the town’s dearth of housing and 
established an urban infrastructure in the course of the fifties. 
While the average number of occupants per residence stood at 
6.9 in 1950, it fell to 3.6 over the ensuing decade. Much as 
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Americans were wont to label Detroit “Motor City,” West Ger¬ 
mans began to refer to Wolfsburg as “Volkswagen City.” 8 

While journalists who wrote about Wolfsburg in the late for¬ 
ties had associated the town with the exceptional local electoral 
appeal of the radical Right, they treated the factory and town in 
the fifties and sixties as showcases of the country’s economic 
dynamism. A visitor returning to the municipality after an ab¬ 
sence of less than ten years hardly found his bearings in early 
1958. “If you saw Wolfsburg yesterday, you will not recognize it 
today, and if you set out... to examine its present, be prepared, 
if you come back tomorrow, to start all over again: a new, yet 
again different, and previously unseen place will greet you.” The 
town’s vibrancy directly reflected the growth of VW, a company 
that, as a journalist from nearby Hanover pointed out, devel¬ 
oped into “an exceptionally strong and powerful engine of... the 
West German economy.” When a liberal reporter claimed in 1953 
that the “German miracle” was above all “an industrial miracle, 
or, to be more precise, a production miracle,” he found his main 
proof at VW, since this company had not only gained “European 
stature,” but within just a few short years had achieved signifi¬ 
cance “even when measured by global standards.” News cover¬ 
age along these lines cast a car company in a novel economic role. 
If automakers had been minor players for the German economy 
before 1945, West German portrayals of Wolfsburg ascribed 
prime importance to Volkswagen within the postwar economic 
landscape. As VW increasingly appeared as a motor of growth in 
West German industrial society, the Federal Republic began to 
view itself as a country of car makers, a process also bolstered 
by rising production figures by Opel in Riisselsheim, Ford in 
Cologne, and Mercedes-Benz in Stuttgart. 9 

VW aroused curiosity since the company outperformed the 
rest of the booming country. Observers seeking explanations for 
Volkswagen’s exceptional strength often began with Heinrich 
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Nordhoff, who, while building on the foundations laid in the 
late forties, determined all important corporate strategies. Upon 
his arrival in Wolfsburg, Nordhoff had introduced a highly cen¬ 
tralized corporate structure that gave him “very comprehensive 
powers.” The general director consolidated his grip by promot¬ 
ing a string of blue- and white-collar workers, who had proven 
themselves capable organizers and coordinators, to leading man¬ 
agerial positions in which they served as loyal lieutenants. As a 
result of VW’s exceptionally steep expansion curve throughout 
the fifties and early sixties, Nordhoff gained a reputation as an 
economic miracle worker second only to that of Ludwig Erhard 
himself, whose government policies he staunchly and publicly 
supported. In addition to business acumen, considerable (self-) 
promotional talents contributed to Nordhoff’s fame. When he 
took to the public stage, Nordhoff displayed a charismatic per¬ 
sona, commanding and charming crowds with ease as he “cele¬ 
brated” VW’s sales and production figures. Some domestic ob¬ 
servers found Nordhoff’s public suaveness alien, likening him, 
despite his protestations, to an “American manager” rather than 
a typical German entrepreneur. Others found his public de¬ 
meanor slick and “arrogant.” Irrespective of these detractors, 
most West Germans thought of “King Nordhoff,” as he was 
nicknamed in the press, as lord over an enviable empire of pro¬ 
duction with a specific set of norms and with a distinctive “cor¬ 
porate soul.” 10 

Productivity ranked high among VW’s values. Rather than 
merely push up production figures by placing additional demands 
on workers, Nordhoff explained in a speech to employees in 
1956, the company focused on “creating an environment in which 
the most modern, labor-saving machines” could be installed. Al¬ 
though he repeatedly underestimated the scale of future demand, 
Nordhoff oversaw productivity gains at Volkswagen that al¬ 
lowed the company to increase its output per worker roughly 
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General Director Heinrich Nordhoff staging himself as the self-confident ex¬ 
ecutive in front of thousands of workers and employees gathered outside the 
main factory in Wolfsburg. His penchant for (self-) promotion earned him the 
moniker “King of Wolfsburg" in the fifties. Courtesy of Volkswagen Aktiengesellschaft. 

threefold during the fifties. Initially the company turned out 
more cars by using existing capacities more efficiently, but after 
1955 further expansion required new methods. As part of the 
preparation for an investment drive, Nordhoff instructed a group 
of senior managers in 1954 to visit the machine tool show in 
Chicago and report back to him with “an outline of what our 
works are supposed to look like in ten years’ time.” 11 The most 
striking technological development the German visitors studied 
in Illinois was the automated machine tools that required neither 
manual loading nor removal of individual parts. Especially when 
combined with transfer lines that transported components be¬ 
tween several manufacturing stations mechanically, automated 
machine tools offered significant potential for either a reduction 
of the workforce or for increasing output without further hir¬ 
ings. Relying on electronic control systems, automation pre¬ 
sented an intensified version of Fordist mass production that 
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preserved highly specialized and standardized forms of labor di¬ 
vision as well as uniform work routines, while significantly in¬ 
creasing precision and reducing the amount of manual labor on 
the shop floor. General Motors and Ford were the American 
auto manufacturers that implemented automation most compre¬ 
hensively during the fifties, in the process driving several smaller 
manufacturers out of the market who could not afford this costly 
investment. Nordhoff recognized automation’s possibilities and 
authorized its gradual adoption. By the end of the fifties, the fac¬ 
tory at Wolfsburg had introduced partial or full automation in 
its stamping, heat treatment, paint, and body shops. Roughly ten 
years after Nordhoff fired the starting shot for automation, 
Volkswagen’s productivity levels in the mid-sixties were on a par 
with those in Detroit. In terms of its manufacturing methods, the 
company closely followed American models. 12 

Productivity increases, the general director insisted, did not 
entail harsher labor conditions. “People like to work in our bright, 
modern factories,” Nordhoff declared on more than one occasion. 
Many employees would have disagreed with this rosy portrayal 
of their everyday lives, not least the commuters who made up 
half of Wolfsburg’s workforce throughout the fifties. One expel¬ 
lee who joined the company as a line worker in 1953 recalled his 
daily routine without nostalgia. After cycling through the night 
to catch a Wolfsburg-bound train at ten minutes to four, he 
worked an eight-hour shift, holding down his job despite aller¬ 
gies to engine oil and smoke. While two colleagues who started 
with him soon gave up and went elsewhere, he persisted “be¬ 
cause I was married and needed the money.” In the early fifties in 
particular, the management was regularly confronted with work¬ 
ers who “were physically incapable ... of keeping up with high 
work rates” because of lasting health problems “resulting from 
the war,” another employee explained in an interview. Produc¬ 
tion areas with particularly taxing conditions included the body 


135 


Icon of the Early Federal Republic 

and the stamping shop, where workers lifting heavy components 
constantly “grumbled” and issued “threats of work stoppages, 
[which] did become a reality.” These production areas in which 
harsh routines caused disciplinary problems were precisely those 
that were first targeted for automation. But even once the instal¬ 
lation of new production technology reduced the amount of 
physical exertion in auto manufacturing, job satisfaction remained 
low. A reporter visiting the works in 1956 encountered workers 
who told of their “monotonous” occupations “with tired resig¬ 
nation.” After eight hours of sanding down mudguards, “enough 
is enough,” a semiskilled employee decisively put it. “The same 
thing all day! That got on my nerves! No, that’s no job,” a fe¬ 
male worker recalled her years of employment at VW after she 
had retired. Just like at Ford’s Highland Park plant decades ear¬ 
lier, toil and drudgery characterized life on the assembly line in 
Wolfsburg in the 1950s. 13 

Given the demanding nature of many jobs at VW, and Wolfs¬ 
burg’s location in the countryside less than ten miles from the 
border with East Germany, recruiting and retaining workers be¬ 
came a constant preoccupation for management. A West Ger¬ 
man labor market that, from the mid-fifties on, began to display 
shortages especially of skilled workers also left the automaker in 
a vulnerable position. The rationalization program Nordhoff 
launched in the middle of the decade went hand in hand with a 
rise in the proportion of skilled labor among the workforce from 
32 percent to 37 percent from 1953 to 1961. At the same time, 
the training of semiskilled workers intensified. Quality con¬ 
cerns and an unwillingness to leave valuable equipment in the 
hands of unskilled operators motivated the hiring of a more 
highly qualified workforce, a trend that differed sharply from 
Henry Ford’s employment policies at Highland Park. Unlike 
Ford, who had used mechanization to decrease the share of 
skilled workers from over 60 percent to below 30 percent in the 
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1910s, Nordhoff’s management throughout the 1950s attracted 
a rapidly growing workforce with an improving qualification 
profile while keeping staff turnover at consistently low levels—a 
crucial precondition for efficient day-to-day operations. 14 

That “the scourge of the assembly line,” as a journalist termed 
it in 1953, generated neither major public controversies nor 
mass defections in Wolfsburg despite workers’ misgivings about 
their daily labor routines was related to Volkswagen’s leadership 
culture, or so Nordhoff would have argued. The general director 
pursued a new approach to industrial relations, which he out¬ 
lined in detail in a speech at the Swedish Chamber of Commerce 
in 1953. He unapologetically affirmed the need for firm leader¬ 
ship in business, since capable entrepreneurs counted among the 
“superior personalities who bring progress and change the shape 
of things.” In light of wartime destruction, granting businessmen 
free initiative, he added, was of particular importance in “a 
country like Germany, which continues to feel the reverberations 
of the terrible catastrophe” and therefore possessed an economy 
that still lacked “stamina.” As far as company strategy was con¬ 
cerned, Nordhoff tolerated no interference. He found ideal con¬ 
ditions to enact his vision of patriarchal entrepreneurial leader¬ 
ship at VW because the local trade union movement remained 
weak. Since the works dated only from the Nazi era, trade unionists 
in Wolfsburg could not reactivate organizational networks from 
the Weimar period, a strategy labor representatives used else¬ 
where in West Germany to strengthen their position. The com¬ 
position of the workforce, with its disproportionately large share 
of expellees, many of whom had not worked in industry before 
1945 and remained hostile to trade unions, hampered efforts at 
unionization. 15 

At the same time, Nordhoff emphasized that strong entrepre¬ 
neurial authority did not necessarily entail tense industrial rela¬ 
tions. “In my experience,” Nordhoff explained to his Swedish 


137 


Icon of the Early Federal Republic 

audience, “the worker does not resist leadership, but he desires 
clear, meaningful directives.... He also desires senior executives 
whose superiority ... he can acknowledge.” To nurture the trust 
of the workforce in those at the corporate apex, the general 
director recommended an active information policy, pointing to 
his practice of holding quarterly, factory-wide assemblies in 
which he updated his employees on recent developments. Be¬ 
yond stressing the need for effective communication within the 
company, Nordhoff also harbored the conviction “that the trade 
unions ought to be positive and desirable partners in social dia¬ 
logue,” especially if workers’ representatives refrained from im¬ 
porting “party politics” into collective contract negotiations. He 
outlined his overall aim as working toward “social peace and 
social reconciliation in a manner diametrically opposed to the 
fruitless and completely antiquated idea of class antagonism.” 16 

A bundle of motivations prompted Nordhoff’s pledge in favor 
of collaborative industrial relations. As a former manager at the 
General Motors subsidiary Opel, he was particularly interested 
in the arrangements between GM’s chief executive Alfred Sloan 
and the head of the United Auto Workers Walter P. Reuther, 
whose collective bargaining reduced ideological tensions while 
granting white autoworkers substantial improvements in wages 
and benefits in the immediate postwar years. Nordhoff was not 
the only West German industrialist to register with approval 
transatlantic examples of social reconciliation in the workplace. 
Otto A. Friedrich, who headed tire producer Continental in Ha¬ 
nover and with whom Nordhoff maintained cordial relations, 
also drew on American models to reorganize industrial relations. 
While German entrepreneurial circles of the Weimar Republic 
venerated Henry Ford’s model of mass production and his hos¬ 
tile stance toward trade unions, American concepts emphasizing 
more collaborative industrial relations proved far more attrac¬ 
tive in West Germany. 17 


138 


The People's Car 


Germany’s recent past, the general director warned, also dem¬ 
onstrated the need to build bridges across social divisions in the 
workplace. “Especially after the terrible shocks of the last 
war ... we simply can no longer afford the lunacy of infighting, 
if we wish to survive as a people and as free men,” he insisted. 
Industrial relations, this stark formulation implied, were of 
existential individual and collective importance. At the same 
time, Nordhoff took great care to point out that his ideas were 
different from the notions of social harmony the Nazis had pro¬ 
pounded under the label of the “people’s community,” declaring 
that in the context of industrial relations National Socialism 
had offered nothing but “politically colored cant.” Nordhoff 
thus drew on both American models and lessons from the recent 
past to search for common ground between employers and 
workers. 18 

Nordhoff’s commitment to a new approach to industrial rela¬ 
tions went far beyond rhetoric. Hugo Bork, who headed the lo¬ 
cal branch of the metalworkers’ IG Metall union between 1951 
and 1971, became the general director’s close and trusted nego¬ 
tiating partner. Nordhoff’s overture met with favorable condi¬ 
tions during a decade in which West Germany’s trade unions 
abandoned radical critiques of capitalism and instead adopted a 
more pragmatic strategy to secure tangible material improve¬ 
ments for the workforce. In Wolfsburg, the new collaborative 
style worked to mutual advantage. While the management ben¬ 
efited from the absence of disruptive strikes, the trade union 
seized opportunities to demonstrate its efficacy to the workforce 
by taking the lead in negotiations for beneficial contracts. By the 
mid-fifties, successful collective bargaining had helped IG Metall 
secure a majority in elections to the works council, the body that 
acted on behalf of workers’ interests. Simultaneously, the candi¬ 
dates with right-wing extremist views who had attracted the 
largest number of votes in these elections in the late forties and 
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early fifties lost their support, a clear indicator of diminishing 
social tensions and discontent. Nonetheless, union membership 
at Volkswagen remained comparatively low, amounting to only 
50 percent of the workforce in 1967. Beyond the high number 
of expellees and the lack of a local organizational tradition, the 
continuing economic boom accounts for the union’s recruitment 
problems that labor activists encountered in Wolfsburg and else¬ 
where in West Germany. In the economic climate of the fifties 
and early sixties, many workers were content to vote trade union 
representatives onto the works council but saw no need to join 
the organization itself. 19 

The collaborative approach toward industrial relations found 
its most important expression in the manifold material gains 
VW workers enjoyed. Similar to their American predecessors at 
Ford’s Highland Park plant in the early twentieth century, Volks¬ 
wagen workers received the most generous remuneration in all 
of West Germany from the 1950s on. At VW, average hourly 
wages rose from DM1.92 in late 1951 to DM4.78 in 1964, while 
for workers in the rest of the country typical hourly rates rose 
from DM1.48 to DM3.88. This positive wage curve constituted 
only part of Volkswagen’s financial appeal. In the course of the 
fifties, the VW workforce gained a range of benefits including a 
company retirement plan, a life insurance scheme, loans to sup¬ 
port the construction of private homes, and a Christmas bonus. 20 
Copying a recent pay practice at GM, each worker and em¬ 
ployee also received an annual 4 percent bonus as a share of the 
dividend. Other industrial employers in West Germany noted 
this initiative with alarm, since they feared VW had set a prece¬ 
dent that would fuel workers’ expectations elsewhere. At the 
same time, the company reduced weekly working hours from 
forty-four to forty-two in early 1956, a time when the average 
West German working week stood at forty-eight hours. A year 
later, a Social Democratic newspaper reported that VW had 
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“clandestinely introduced the 40-hour week”—a step that would 
have amounted to the fulfillment of one of the most prominent 
long-standing demands of the European labor movement. Fear¬ 
ing yet another precedent, businesses circles and the Conservative 
federal government were aghast and sought to extract an assur¬ 
ance from Nordhoff that he harbored no plans to implement a 
forty-hour week in West Germany’s most prominent publicly 
owned company. Although it would take another four years for 
most of VW’s labor force to work a forty-hour week, Nordhoff 
refused to stage a public climbdown on the issue in 1957, thereby 
indirectly demonstrating his company’s tacit approval of a trade- 
union demand of prime symbolic importance. 21 

While the federal government and other employers regarded 
Volkswagen’s corporate generosity with ambivalence, the West 
German press published numerous reports admiring the com¬ 
pany’s wage and benefits policy. The extent to which VW work¬ 
ers profited from rising incomes manifested itself most visibly in 
the large number of Volkswagens in Wolfsburg’s streets during 
commuting hours. A visitor who arrived in the city at the end of 
a shift in early 1958 encountered “car after car” driven by those 
who had just finished work. A year earlier, a reporter for the 
conservative daily Die Welt counted no fewer than four thou¬ 
sand vehicles that awaited their owners’ return in the “gigantic 
parking lot in front of the plant.” The local proliferation of auto¬ 
mobiles provided only one indicator of the comparative prosper¬ 
ity of VW’s workers. When writer Erich Kuby took a stroll 
through Wolfsburg around 1957, he was amazed that the popu¬ 
lation of a factory town seemed to consist of “middle-class people, 
middle-class people, and nothing but middle-class people.” Well- 
clad and busily shopping, the Volkswagen workers Kuby en¬ 
countered contrasted sharply in appearance with the air of mate¬ 
rial deprivation Germans associated with manual laborers. 22 No 
longer marked by poverty, insecure employment, and meager 
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retirement provisions, the workforce at VW displayed its discre¬ 
tionary spending power. What made social developments in Wolfs¬ 
burg even more remarkable was the high proportion of expellees 
among the local population. While this group made up a dispro¬ 
portionately large share of the poor in many parts of West Ger¬ 
many during the fifties, the expellees formed an important core 
of the exceptionally well-paid industrial workforce in Volks¬ 
wagen city. With its comparative wealth and social homogeneity, 
Wolfsburg appeared to have moved beyond class divisions and 
thus resembled the “leveled middle-class society” that, as influ¬ 
ential sociologist Helmut Schelsky put it in a famous phrase in 
the early fifties, appeared to emerge as a defining hallmark of 
West Germany. 23 

Like the wider population, Wolfsburg’s architecture radiated 
“solid prosperity,” as a conservative journalist observed in the 
late fifties. Volkswagen’s local taxes financed the rapid transfor¬ 
mation of what had been a barrack settlement into a town with 
an up-to-date infrastructure, including residential and commer¬ 
cial buildings arranged along wide streets, new schools, a state-of- 
the-art hospital, large outdoor public swimming pools, and 
generous green open spaces. Drawing on British schemes for the 
so-called “New Towns,” as well as Scandinavian urban planning 
models, the local government adopted a functionalist approach 
in the fifties. Dividing industrial, commercial, and residential 
zones, the city council built neighborhoods for four thousand 
to six thousand inhabitants with large lawns, parks, and easy 
access to the surrounding countryside. 24 

As a planned city, Wolfsburg differed fundamentally from 
West German urban centers like Berlin, Hamburg, Bremen, 
Nuremberg, and Munich. Up and down the country, local ad¬ 
ministrations faced the task of rebuilding cities with a substan¬ 
tial architectural heritage that lay in ruins after 1945, grappling 
with the question of which buildings and urban ensembles to 
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preserve and which to replace. Since the Volkswagen works had 
been founded only in 1938, the space surrounding the factory 
had largely remained a tabula rasa. Containing neither wartime 
ruins nor many buildings predating 1945, the Wolfsburg that 
came into existence in the fifties struck many observers as the 
epitome of modernity and newness. West German journalists 
regularly drew attention to its “modern town hall,” “modern 
apartments,” and “modern houses.” Admiration shone through 
in articles from the mid-fifties detailing local proposals “to cre¬ 
ate a new town, in which roughly 80,000 people can live in 
comfort and at ease.” This coverage aroused curiosity far beyond 
journalistic circles and helped turn Wolfsburg into a “modern 
pilgrimage site” that attracted three thousand visitors each week 
by 1956. The city council sought to support the municipality’s 
reputation through public-relations initiatives like a series of 
postcards issued on the occasion of the town’s twenty-fifth an¬ 
niversary in 1963 calling upon the West German population to 
visit “Wolfsburg, the modern industrial and residential city.” 25 

That Wolfsburg celebrated twenty-five years of its existence in 
1963 and thereby indirectly referred to its foundation in the 
Third Reich illustrates how little the city’s origins in the Nazi era 
disturbed postwar tributes. Insensitivity to Wolfsburg’s problem¬ 
atic beginnings partly resulted from the public silence that sur¬ 
rounded the crimes committed at the Volkswagen works during 
the war. Since the wartime foreign workers had been repatriated 
to their home countries, they were in no position to make their 
voices heard. Meanwhile, Volkswagen, led by a former Opel 
manager who had employed numerous forced workers at a truck 
factory in Brandenburg during the war, had no interest in draw¬ 
ing attention to wartime abuses, and thus fell in line with virtu¬ 
ally all West German companies, which refused to accept liability 
for maltreatment in their plants. The public silence surrounding 
wartime offenses at VW reflected a broad consensus about Na- 
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tional Socialism’s criminal nature at the time. Although West 
German officials condemned the Holocaust and World War II as 
barbaric atrocities, they and the wider public only rarely ac¬ 
knowledged other criminal acts such as anti-Jewish initiatives 
before 1939 and the abuse of forced labor. Most West Germans 
argued that the murder of Europe’s Jews had been committed by 
a small Nazi elite without the participation and knowledge of 
the general population. By cordoning off wider society from the 
majority of crimes during the Third Reich, this bundle of inter¬ 
pretations amounted to a collective self-exculpation and placed 
a strong emphasis on the regime’s deceptiveness, by which it had 
allegedly concealed atrocities from the German people with great 
effectiveness. 26 

In addition to having misled the population, the Nazis, a 
prominent argument ran, had positively betrayed the nation by 
starting a hubristic war that eventually exposed the German 
people to aerial attacks, mass rape by the Red Army, and expul¬ 
sion from their homes in eastern Europe. According to numer¬ 
ous postwar accounts, the German people viewed themselves 
as a collective victim of the Third Reich. Germany’s Nazi past 
throughout the fifties took the shape of highly selective public 
memories that pushed German suffering into the foreground 
while remaining largely silent about issues of guilt. With its large 
number of impoverished expellees, Wolfsburg was predestined 
to be viewed as a site that revealed German hardship after 
World War II. This theme loomed large in both newspaper arti¬ 
cles and Horst Monnich’s 1951 documentary novel Die Auto- 
stadt (The Car City), an instant best seller, which Heinrich 
Nordhoff praised for uncovering “truths that he below the 
surface.” 27 

In the course of the fifties, however, narratives of German vic- 
timhood were complemented by a different theme that had al¬ 
ready shimmered through early accounts of postwar Wolfsburg. 
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Rather than as a site of helpless suffering, Volkswagen city struck 
visitors as emblematic of the wider reconstruction under way in 
the early Federal Republic. Composed with the support of the 
company and published in 1949, Heinz Todtmann’s Kleiner Wa- 
gen in grower Fahrt (Small Car on a Roll) was among the first 
books to characterize Wolfsburg as a city where “stranded” Ger¬ 
mans “from all strata and areas . . . prove through their current 
existence how serious they are about learning anew and rebuild¬ 
ing decently.” Ignoring the local appeal of the radical Right that 
dominated several elections at the time, Todtmann detected “a 
new and roughly hewn form of democracy” born out of “hard¬ 
ship and existential necessity” in the factory town. 28 

Far more than new political values, an egalitarian ethos of 
hard work struck commentators as Wolfsburg’s defining cultural 
feature. Todtmann, for instance, found that the citizens of Wolfs¬ 
burg “made a virtue of necessity” and strove to create “a com¬ 
munity in which nothing counts as much as achievement.” A 
readiness for resolute self-exertion appeared to permeate all ranks. 
Nordhoff, who from the day he took up the reins in Wolfsburg 
exhorted his employees to dedicate themselves fully to their jobs, 
owed his high local standing in part to leadership by example. 
When the general director’s Volkswagen broke down on his way 
to the plant on a hot summer morning, he turned this glitch into 
a demonstration of virtue by single-handedly “pushing [the car] 
to the factory gate” for over a mile. “Dripping with sweat, he 
arrive[d] there with his coffee-colored jalopy.” Praise for this 
work ethic saturated a host of accounts about the town. While 
press reports consistently exaggerated the scale of destruction at 
the factory at the end of the war and downplayed the British 
contribution to Volkswagen’s survival in the late forties, they 
drew attention to “proud” German workers who “saw their 
chance” in Wolfsburg and “rolled up their sleeves.” In 1961, 
Nordhoff summarized the cause of VW’s success in the follow- 
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ing simple terms: “We did it under our own steam.” Wolfsburg 
offered an early example of self-made German socioeconomic 
success. Born out of an exemplary work ethic and a cooperative 
approach between capital and labor, the city was seen as indica¬ 
tive of a culture of achievement that emerged as a central feature 
of West German identity in the fifties. 29 

Since the local radical Right collapsed amid the economic 
boom of the fifties, Wolfsburg no longer made negative political 
headlines as it had in the late forties. A prominent debate about 
Volkswagen that absorbed considerable political energies in the 
late fifties reinforced the dominance of economic motifs in 
Wolfsburg’s public image. Since the factory’s transfer into joint 
ownership between the Federal Republic and the state of Lower 
Saxony in 1949 was intended as a strictly provisional arrange¬ 
ment, the question of who actually owned the Volkswagen 
works essentially remained unresolved, leaving VW a booming 
“works that belongs to no one,” as several journalists put it. Not 
until 1961 did West Germany’s political establishment end Volks¬ 
wagen’s proprietary limbo by turning the company into a pub¬ 
licly listed corporation in which the Federal Republic and the 
state of Lower Saxony each held a 20 percent stake while the 
rest of the stock was issued to private investors as “people’s 
shares.” Designed to spread “co-ownership to the man in the 
street,” as Ludwig Erhard explained when first announcing the 
idea for “people’s shares” in 1957, this legal construction en¬ 
sured that both prominent state actors and private shareholders 
continued to take an active interest in the corporation’s eco¬ 
nomic fortunes. 30 

The “people’s shares” came at the end of a protracted process 
that turned the Volkswagen works into “a symbol of how the 
German people manages to assert itself as a modern industrial 
nation after a terrible catastrophe,” as a conservative weekly 
summarized in 1957. Indeed, some considered Volkswagen 
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nothing less than an industrial “fairy tale.” 31 With its highly 
productive, rapidly expanding, and technologically advanced 
plant, its collaborative industrial relations under a generous pa¬ 
triarch, and its prosperous workforce, Volkswagen struck nu¬ 
merous commentators as a paradigm of how their country moved 
beyond victimhood through postwar reconstruction based on 
hard work and a culture of achievement. Wolfsburg’s up-to-date 
urban infrastructure and its calm local party political landscape 
further reinforced favorable impressions of orderly industrial, 
largely apolitical modernity. While Volkswagen offered one of 
the Federal Republic’s earliest stories of self-made success, the 
social and economic results of the car maker’s rapid develop¬ 
ment drew attention to the new role the auto sector had begun 
to play within West Germany’s industrial landscape in the fifties. 
The countless accounts of the company’s economic success 
formed an integral part of the iconography of the car itself, dem¬ 
onstrating its status as central to a larger boom that benefited 
both an expanding corporation and the national economy. 

Of course, shining stories of an economic recovery that gradu¬ 
ally led contemporaries to think of West Germany as a car-making 
country could also be told about Ford in Cologne, Opel in 
Riisselsheim, and Daimler-Benz in Stuttgart. The fascination Volks¬ 
wagen exerted in the early Federal Republic, however, far sur¬ 
passed aspects of production. It was this corporation that manu¬ 
factured the vehicle that advanced West Germany’s mass 
motorization like no other, thereby turning the car itself into a 
symbol of the enticing prospects economic recovery held for West 
German society. 

In the fifties and early sixties, the Volkswagen became omnipres¬ 
ent on West German roads, fulfilling the long-frustrated desire 
for private car ownership. The VW set the country’s automotive 
standard and transformed into far more than an indicator of 
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West Germany’s economic recovery. The car’s symbolic eminence 
in the Federal Republic rested on the conviction that its technical 
characteristics, which the company consistently sought to im¬ 
prove, embodied the very values on which the country’s resur¬ 
gence rested. The Volkswagen’s roots in the Third Reich did little 
to disturb its iconic postwar image because West German society 
retold the vehicle’s history in highly selective ways that regarded 
its commercial success as proof of the Federal Republic’s superi¬ 
ority over National Socialism. After all, it was the postwar order 
that delivered, en masse, the very vehicle that had remained 
nothing but an empty promise under the dictatorship. Frequently 
treated as the material manifestation of the qualities underpin¬ 
ning the postwar order, the Volkswagen served as the harbinger 
of an increasingly appealing normality that took shape in the 
fifties. 

Although the Federal Republic remained far behind the United 
States, which led the world with a ratio of one passenger car per 
2.8 persons in 1962, it rapidly caught up with its Western Euro¬ 
pean neighbors. By 1962, the West German ratio of passenger 
vehicles per capita stood at 1:10, already close to French and 
British levels at 1:7.8 and 1:8.5 respectively. Translated into ab¬ 
solute figures, this trend amounted to a rise of registered passen¬ 
ger cars in West Germany from roughly 821,000 to over 6.6 
million from 1952 to 1963. The majority of the vehicles respon¬ 
sible for this surge were small cars, a striking contrast to the 
lavish automobiles sold in the United States at the time. Since 
West German drivers could not yet afford more expensive mod¬ 
els, over 950,000 of the 1.16 million cars purchased in the Fed¬ 
eral Republic in 1963 featured an engine of less than 1.5 liters. 
While this pattern highlights the limits of the Federal Republic’s 
material recovery, it nonetheless marked a fundamental shift 
with respect to individual transport, spelling the end of the mo¬ 
torcycle as the car’s main alternative. 32 
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An increase of average monthly pretax incomes from DM304 
to DM950 between 1950 and 1965 provided the indispensable 
precondition for mass motorization, allowing West German so¬ 
ciety to translate the desire for the automobile that had already 
existed in the Weimar Republic and the Third Reich into actual 
economic demand. As incomes rose, the automobile industry’s 
clientele underwent major changes. Initially demand for passen¬ 
ger cars primarily came from business circles, because the self- 
employed and entrepreneurs earned far higher incomes than the 
rest of the population and profited from tax breaks for their 
vehicles that were not available to private drivers. In 1952, a 
daily newspaper reported, merely 10 percent of passenger cars 
were acquired by private individuals. This figure had climbed to 
40 percent four years later, but almost two-thirds of the roughly 
2.3 million cars registered in the Federal Republic remained 
company vehicles. Only in 1960 did privately owned automo¬ 
biles outnumber commercial vehicles in West Germany. 33 

The drivers best able to afford a new private automobile were 
overwhelmingly civil servants and white-collar employees, whose 
pay was roughly 15 to 20 percent above the national average. 
From 1957 to 1963, annual sales to this middle-class segment 
rose from 85,481 to 372,996, but most blue-collar workers, who 
made up half the working population and, despite pay rises, 
earned wages hovering approximately 20 to 25 percent below 
the national average, found a new car beyond their means well 
into the sixties. Although the number of manual workers who 
bought a new vehicle jumped from 74,774 in 1957 to 302,462 in 
1963, they were far more likely to turn to the expanding market 
for used cars. In 1963, nearly 730,000 workers became automo¬ 
bile owners via this cheaper route. While one in four middle-class 
households owned an automobile in 1959, only one in eight 
working-class families possessed a private vehicle, mostly second¬ 
hand cars powered by an engine smaller than one liter. Following 
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a fundamentally different social path of mass motorization from 
that of the United States with its high share of early rural drivers, 
the Federal Republic of the fifties and early sixties was nothing 
like Helmut Schelsky’s model of the “leveled middle-class soci¬ 
ety” but bore the imprint of contemporary income inequalities. 34 

The cars that proved most popular throughout the fifties in¬ 
cluded microcars with engines smaller than half a liter, often de¬ 
veloped by companies under threat from the collapsing motor¬ 
cycle market. BMW reacted to this development by securing the 
production license for the Isetta bubble car from Italian motor¬ 
cycle manufacturer Ivo. Introduced to the West German market 
in 1955 at a price of DM2,580, the three-wheeled, egg-shaped 
two-seater, which driver and passenger entered through a single 
front door, reached speeds of roughly fifty miles per hour thanks 
to a twelve-horsepower, four-stroke engine. By the time BMW 
ended production in 1962, it had sold over 160,000 models. 
Glas was another motorcycle producer in the microcar market, 
retailing around 280,000 of its Goggomobils at a cost of around 
DM3,000 between 1955 and 1961. Equipped with a two-stroke 
engine that produced between 13.5 and 15 horsepower, the 
“Goggo” had four wheels, a door on each side, and offered seating 
for two adults and two children. Before BMW and Glas, Borg- 
ward had brought out the Lloyd 300 in 1951 for DM3,330. This 
four-seater with a ten-horsepower, two-stroke engine consisted 
of a plywood body mounted on a hardwood frame. Selling about 
132,000 vehicles, the Lloyd was mocked as a “bomber made of 
sticking plaster” ( Leukoplastbomber) because artificial leather 
rather than metal formed its exterior skin. 35 

While these models provided basic forms of individual motor 
transport, they suffered from a lack of engine power as well as 
social prestige, offered little comfort, and gave insufficient pro¬ 
tection in accidents. “Only those who do not shy away from 
death drive Lloyd,” a characteristic German saying went at the 
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time. These problems burdened cars with engines between 500 
and 1,000 cubic centimeters to a far lesser extent. Auto Union 
achieved an early success with its DKW Meisterklasse with 
twenty-three horsepower and the thirty-four-horsepower DKW 
Sonderklasse, selling roughly 110,000 models between 1950 
and 1955. Praised by owners as “the little miracle” (das kleine 
Wunder, taking up the brand’s initials) for their streamlined 
bodies and sophisticated suspension systems, DKWs were fully 
fledged automobiles that retailed at prices from DM5,800. At 
similar cost, Ford offered its Taunus 12M, a thirty-eight- 
horsepower, 1.2-liter limousine that attracted around 250,000 
buyers in the fifties. 36 

All these automobiles, however, existed in the shadow of one 
single competitor: the Volkswagen. Annual sales of the car made 
in Wolfsburg shot up from 61,522 in 1951 to 151,733 in 1956 
and reached 369,746 by 1961. With over 2.1 million models on 
West Germany’s roads in 1963, almost every third passenger car 
was a Volkswagen. The VW’s strong market position reflected an 
enormous and seemingly insatiable demand for the small vehicle 
that the works struggled to satisfy despite “Nordhoff’s single- 
minded pursuit of a single-model policy.” Since the company 
could not turn out its star product fast enough, German custom¬ 
ers faced average waiting times of four months in 1955, a figure 
that rose to over a year toward the decade’s end. In small towns 
like Weifienburg in Franconia, the imminent delivery of a batch 
of cars from Wolfsburg became a local news item in the second 
half of the fifties because, as a dealer explained, “everybody 
wants a new Volkswagen.” 37 

VW’s model policy was a crucial element in this success story. 
While the company offered a highly standardized product that 
kept production costs under control, it did not go as far as Henry 
Ford, who stubbornly objected to most modifications of the 
Model T. Throughout the fifties and sixties, VW continued to 
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deliver its main product as a pared-down “Standard” and a 
pricier “Export” limousine with more elaborate technical and 
cosmetic features (including chromium details). As the corpora¬ 
tion kept the car’s distinctive silhouette unchanged, in-house de¬ 
signers and technicians repeatedly modified the vehicle to main¬ 
tain its appeal. Some alterations, including an expanded color 
range of body paints and interior fabrics, served to enhance the 
VW’s aesthetic appeal, but other initiatives amounted to consid¬ 
erable technical changes. In the course of the fifties, engineers in¬ 
creased the engine power from thirty to forty horsepower, gradu¬ 
ally introduced a fully synchronized gearbox to facilitate the 
operation of the stick shift, improved visibility through substan¬ 
tially bigger windows, modified the heating system, added more 
comfortable, adjustable seats, and fitted hydraulic brakes that 
allowed drivers better control. In most cases, Wolfsburg initially 
introduced technical alterations for the Export version before 
transferring them to the cheaper Standard a few years later. 

This approach served a dual purpose. While technical changes 
kept the vehicle up to date by improving power, handling, and 
comfort, producing both an economy model and a more techni¬ 
cally refined export version extended the company’s market seg¬ 
ment beyond those customers seeking a basic set of wheels. 
Volkswagen indirectly catered to the lower end of the West Ger¬ 
man luxury auto market, because, for DM2,000 more than the 
price of an Export, drivers could acquire a VW Cabriolet, which 
the Karmann body shop in Osnabriick produced in close coop¬ 
eration with Wolfsburg. Volkswagen thus covered a broad range 
of a West German auto market characterized by demand for 
small vehicles. Sales also exploded between 1950 and 1960 
because VW lowered the price of the Export model from 
DM5,450 to DM4,600, thanks to productivity increases and the 
expansion of production. At this rate, the Export was consider¬ 
ably cheaper than a vehicle in the class of a DKW or Ford 12M, 
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but more expensive than a microcar. This was also true of the 
Standard, which retailed at around DM900 less than the price of 
an Export. 38 

While VW engaged in no systematic market research before 
the later sixties and thus did not possess precise information on 
the composition of its clientele, the Volkswagen’s price made it a 
quintessentially middle-class vehicle. Many middle-class drivers 
were prepared to pay the difference between a VW and a micro¬ 
car because, by common consent, a Volkswagen offered out¬ 
standing value in the small-car market. Test reports consistently 
praised it for combining “economy and power during operation, 
modernity in technical design, and meticulous finishing.” It was, 
an auto journalist concluded in 1951, simply “the best car on the 
German market.” Numerous owners agreed over the years, com¬ 
mending the stability of VW’s frame, the car’s road-handling 
characteristics, and its stamina. The four-cylinder boxer engine, 
which consumed around eight liters of fuel per 100 kilometers 
(or twenty-nine miles per gallon), emerged as a particularly note¬ 
worthy feature, winning a reputation for starting reliably under 
adverse conditions, “purring” steadily at top speeds of between 
sixty and sixty-five miles per hour on the autobahn, and navigat¬ 
ing urban traffic swiftly. 39 

The Volkswagen was as rugged as the Model T had been. Re¬ 
quiring few repairs, comparatively little fuel, and limited mainte¬ 
nance, the car made in Wolfsburg may initially have cost more 
than some of its domestic competitors but proved cheaper in the 
long run—an important factor in a society still characterized by 
financial limitations. Its dependability also made the Volks¬ 
wagen stand out from many German cars of the past as well as 
several of the microcars of the time. As an automobile perceived 
to be manufactured in accordance with the high standards of 
German “quality workmanship,” the VW thus struck contempo¬ 
raries as a simultaneously affordable and prestigious vehicle be- 
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cause its comparatively low price did not compromise its techni¬ 
cal characteristics. 40 

Providing “a simple and reliable means of transport” remained 
Nordhoff’s explicit priority, as he explained in an interview in 
1957. Having overseen the introduction of stringent quality con¬ 
trols in the late forties, Nordhoff continued to pursue a policy 
that strove to eradicate faults and defects with an almost mis¬ 
sionary zeal. Although sales were booming and the press was 
showering the company’s product with compliments, the general 
director reminded top executives in no uncertain terms during 
a meeting in September 1954 that complacency was out of the 
question. “We must do everything in our powers to maintain 
quality and remove sources of complaints. This enterprise seems 
to make a specialty of recognizing deficiencies but taking far too 
long to deal with them,” he stressed. To lend substance to his 
stern admonition, he enumerated a series of problems that de¬ 
manded immediate attention: “At the moment, there are com¬ 
plaints about rattling doors and wheel caps, about door handles 
that work badly, about gear wheels [in the gear box] that are too 
loud, and then some. All of this is very annoying; we can’t go on 
like this, or we will have a big setback one day.” 41 

As Volkswagen made quality the cornerstone of its corporate 
strategy, the company vowed to keep its product’s technical vir¬ 
tues intact. While competitors emphasized innovations when re¬ 
launching models, Wolfsburg took a far more conservative ap¬ 
proach that sought to preserve the VW’s widely acknowledged 
merits. This strategy resulted less from an antipathy to market 
forces than from the conviction that customers would turn their 
back on a product incorporating flawed modifications. Tried and 
tested features such as the air-cooled rear engine, the torsion-bar 
suspension, and the vehicle’s distinctive rounded shape remained 
central characteristics over the years, providing tangible evi¬ 
dence of technical continuity. Although the material features of 
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both the Standard and the Export models underwent significant 
alterations throughout the fifties and early sixties, the company 
stressed that it steered clear of what it deemed unnecessary 
changes. In the late fifties, for instance, Nordhoff delayed the 
introduction of an electronic fuel gauge for years because he 
deemed available devices unreliable and thus a danger to the car’s 
reputation. Owners were required to note down their mileage 
conscientiously or risk running out of gas on the road, especially 
if they had forgotten to fill a small reserve tank the car featured 
for emergencies. Although drivers complained about the absence 
of the fuel gauge, Nordhoff insisted that VW would incorporate 
only equipment that was “cheap and reliable and completely, 
completely safe.” 42 

Nordhoff’s dedication to quality extended beyond immediate 
production issues. The expansion of Volkswagen’s network of 
dealerships and service stations, which had already become a 
focus of attention in the immediate postwar years, continued 
unabated throughout the fifties. Only a car company, the general 
director’s reasoning went, that assured drivers they would read¬ 
ily find help in case of a breakdown could hope to sustain 
growth in the long run. By the end of the decade, more than one 
thousand licensed workshops with qualified staff trained in ac¬ 
cordance with guidelines from Wolfsburg featured the Volks¬ 
wagen logo, offering maintenance and repairs at moderate prices 
almost everywhere in West Germany. A journalist visiting a VW 
service station in Hamburg in 1960 was impressed by the effi¬ 
ciency of the mechanics who, within two hours, changed a 
dented fender and fixed the bumper for a driver who had arrived 
without an appointment after a minor accident. “The bill came 
to DM53.20. Just try and have the same kind of repair carried 
out at the service station of another make,” this observer wrote 
with considerable admiration. 43 
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There were thus very sound material reasons for the Volks¬ 
wagen’s commercial success in the fifties and early sixties. As VW’s 
hit product sold hundreds of thousands, the vehicle became 
ubiquitous on West German roads. “Every other car . . . seems to 
be a Volkswagen,” an auto journalist summarized his impression 
as early as 1950, a visual presence that only increased over the 
years. In a country whose car ownership levels had long trailed 
those of other Western European industrial nations, the VW put 
West Germany’s transformation on display for all to see. By the 
beginning of the sixties, a regional newspaper was only stating 
the obvious with a headline that read: “The VW—symbol of 
economic ascent.” 44 

When contrasted with the Third Reich’s history of betrayal, 
West Germany shone particularly brightly because the Federal 
Republic made good on a promise broken in the past by produc¬ 
ing millions of Volkswagens. “Before the war,” an auto journalist 
wrote in 1949, the car “existed only on paper, cheated people 
out of their savings, and yielded a lot of propaganda.” As it 
turned the aspiration of car ownership into reality, the Federal 
Republic proved its superiority and gained legitimacy. In this re¬ 
spect, the Volkswagen’s proliferation marked a clear and obvi¬ 
ous break between the Third Reich and West Germany. At the 
same time, a fundamental cultural continuity underlay this pro¬ 
cess. Since the Federal Republic fulfilled a long-standing wish to 
own an automobile with the help of a model designed in the 
Third Reich, the proliferation of the VW was simultaneously 
bound to affirm consumer dreams of a “people’s car” that had 
arisen under the Nazis. By retroactively meeting material ambi¬ 
tions from the twenties and thirties within a novel political and 
economic framework, then, the Volkswagen acted as an icon of 
the Federal Republic in which continuities and ruptures with the 
Nazi era were inextricably interwoven. 45 
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The Volkswagen’s ability to encapsulate both breaks and 
links between the Third Reich and the Federal Republic rested 
on a widespread postwar consensus that the car possessed a po¬ 
litically neutral past. West German commentators consistently 
played down the ideological dimensions of the Nazis’ mass mo¬ 
torization scheme, at times reducing Hitler’s involvement to little 
more than a “whim.” Rather than Hitler, the argument ran, Fer¬ 
dinand Porsche deserved credit for the vehicle. In 1959, Heinrich 
Nordhoff characterized Porsche as “a phenomenal man, a de¬ 
signer and an engineer not only by occupation but with all his 
heart. . .. He was a fanatical and exceptionally gifted engineer” 
whose creation, the VW, embodied “the creed of a whole genera¬ 
tion of constructors.” Nordhoff’s appraisal was in keeping with 
the West German media, which uniformly eulogized Porsche as a 
“genius.” As postwar accounts of the Volkswagen’s Third Reich 
history shied away from critical scrutiny of Porsche’s close rela¬ 
tionship with Hitler, the car emerged after 1945 as a technical 
artifact that owed its existence to an outstanding individual en¬ 
gineer rather than the Nazi regime. In 1955, the weekly Der 
Spiegel, often regarded as a rare voice of critical journalism in 
the early Federal Republic, articulated the dominant view in an 
emphatically uncritical fashion: the Volkswagen amounted to a 
“timeless basic construction”—a phrase that, like so many con¬ 
temporary assessments, dissociated it from its political past and 
turned it into an engineering classic, thereby lending it an un¬ 
problematic lineage. 46 

Not even the fact that the car’s military version, the Kiibelwa- 
gen, had been used in the Second World War left a significant 
stain on the VW’s postwar reputation. On the contrary, the war¬ 
time services rendered by the Volkswagen’s military incarnation 
enhanced its postwar fame as a quality product. At the begin¬ 
ning of the fifties, a Spiegel journalist anointed the Kubelwagen 
as the “most splendid war automobile” since its air-cooled en- 
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gine had neither overheated in “Rommel’s desert” nor frozen 
“during the Russian winter battles.” Veterans who drove a VW 
in the early fifties concurred, openly attributing their automotive 
choice to positive wartime experiences. An aristocratic owner 
who took great pride in his pricey Volkswagen cabriolet ex¬ 
plained in a car magazine in 1951 that his “predilection for the 
VW dates to the African campaign. There, starting in Tripoli, he 
became familiar with the Volkswagen in the desert sand.” 47 

To a considerable extent, positive assessments of the VW’s 
wartime service were supported by a powerful myth in the early 
Federal Republic that credited the Wehrmacht with having con¬ 
ducted an honorable campaign rather than one marked by nu¬ 
merous atrocities. Since the myth of the “clean” Wehrmacht held 
firm for decades, invoking the Kiibelwagen’s use in the war 
posed no danger of moral contamination for the Volkswagen 
during the fifties and sixties. But while references to the Kiibel- 
wagen did not compromise the postwar Volkswagen in moral 
terms, recollections of the VW’s military version evoked war’s 
lethal dangers. Horst Monnich’s best-selling novel Die Autostadt 
contains a dramatic passage in which two German corporals in 
a Kiibel find themselves encircled and hopelessly outnumbered 
by British troops blocking all exits from an African wadi. As 
shells explode around them, they are convinced that “now, now 
it was over.” In desperation, the driver steers the Kiibelwagen up 
a steep slope. Unexpectedly, “the wheels gained traction.... Hits 
to the left and to the right, the sand dust threw up fountains. But 
they climbed. Inch by inch.” Despite heavy fire, they reach the 
top of the sand dune. As the Kiibel tips over the ridge, “the des¬ 
ert lay ahead of them. Freedom!” is the soldiers’ overriding 
thought as they race away from their opponents. This fictional 
episode more than highlighted the car’s versatile performance in 
inhospitable terrain; as it credited the Kiibelwagen with a lucky 
escape, it cast the vehicle as an object that had faced the same 
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kinds of mortal perils as countless soldiers. In the early postwar 
years in particular, many West German veterans may thus have 
seen the Volkswagen as an object whose history closely resem¬ 
bled their own: like them, and against the odds, this car was a 
survivor. 48 

Largely depoliticized portrayals of the car’s origins as a qual¬ 
ity product with roots in a time of broken promises and existen¬ 
tial insecurity prepared the ground for the Volkswagen’s im¬ 
mense cultural resonance in the fifties. As an economical, simple, 
and highly reliable commodity, the car was not simply indicative 
of West Germany’s recovery; its technical characteristics also re¬ 
flected a new normative framework that, observers hoped, lent 
stability to the postwar order. VW itself argued along these lines 
on more than one occasion. Similar to manufacturers of indus¬ 
trial design commodities for the home, the company went to 
great lengths to position its product as an incarnation of sobriety 
and solidity that exerted a strong appeal because its plain ap¬ 
pearance contrasted starkly with National Socialism’s over¬ 
blown promises and the chaos of war. 49 

At the beginning of the 1950s, an article penned by Volks¬ 
wagen’s PR manager maintained that a new landscape of desire 
stood behind the car’s rise to prominence. Forced to turn “neces¬ 
sity into a virtue” after the war, he declared, “people in Germany 
[had] become realistic. .. . Rather than the primitive which we 
came to despise the more the accursed war forced it upon us, 
we revere the useful and serviceable, the truly progressive. It is 
not external appearances that determine value, but what is 
intrinsic. . . . After hard experiences and in the midst of difficult 
times, one learns to appreciate .. . the true inner values.” De¬ 
taching the automobile from the Nazi era, the company linked 
its product to values like moderation and utility, which domi¬ 
nated postwar culture. Nordhoff described his aim in similar 
terms when he spoke of his ambition to offer “people genuine 
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value [through] a product of highest quality.” The car’s virtues, 
according to VW’s publicity, stood for a new, stable form of nor¬ 
mality that ordinary people could rely on. 50 

The company’s efforts to identify the Volkswagen with a new 
peacetime normality struck a chord among the wider popula¬ 
tion. Through its ubiquity, the Volkswagen gave values like hon¬ 
esty and dependability a pervasive and visible presence in West 
German culture. Crucially, VW refrained from altering its exter¬ 
nal appearance by preserving its beetle-like shape. As an auto 
journalist pointed out, the car’s improvement remained largely 
“invisible” and thus allowed the company to sell ease of mind. 
In the late 1950s, when the first journalists criticized the model 
as somewhat dated and began to lobby the company for a re¬ 
placement model, many drivers defended it as a much-loved to¬ 
ken of stability. One fan used the most conventional idiom of 
loyalty and obedient companionship available to middle-class 
man: “I like [my Volkswagen] like a dog on the street corner with 
its faithful eyes.” Such affection was rooted, an auto journalist 
explained, in the car’s absolute dependability. “How lightheart- 
edly one drives it, how strongly one trusts it! This trustworthi¬ 
ness is a guarantee that VW drivers’ nerves will be spared as 
much as possible—a very important consideration in our hectic 
times.” Statements like these were more than mere expressions 
of private attachment; they illustrate the “need for compensa¬ 
tory stability” that ran through many spheres of life in the early 
Federal Republic. The Volkswagen could be viewed as material 
proof that the achievements of the fifties rested on foundations 
that were as solid as a VW. Put differently, the car’s technical and 
optical characteristics came to reflect a collective desire for a 
lasting postwar normality. Rather than make false promises, 
here was an honest, resoundingly unflashy, reliable, and immedi¬ 
ately recognizable product whose success signaled that the new 
postwar period with its incipient, appealing affluence had come 
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to stay. Irrespective of its Third Reich origins, the Volkswagen 
turned into a symbol not only for the country’s rapid postwar 
recovery but for the values that would turn it into a permanent 
feature of West Germany. 51 

As mass motorization became a defining element of West Ger¬ 
many’s postwar normality, countless contemporaries integrated 
their Volkswagens into everyday life. The drivers of the Weimar 
Republic had already praised their small cars for enriching the 
private sphere, a motif subsequently taken up by the Nazi re¬ 
gime in its propaganda for the “people’s car.” Opening the door 
to new, pleasurable pastimes for millions in the fifties, the Volks¬ 
wagen’s arrival led numerous car owners to value their vehicles 
as profoundly intimate possessions. The treatment the VW 
received as a highly prized personal commodity often struck 
observers as bizarre and humorous. At the same time, its grow¬ 
ing prominence in quotidian affairs also triggered acrimonious 
debates about the VW’s appropriate place in the contemporary 
gender order as an increasing number of female drivers took the 
wheel. While these tensions suggest that the Volkswagen could 
give rise to social conflicts, its private appropriation by millions 
nonetheless anchored the vehicle deeply in West German every¬ 
day life. 

Some West Germans could not wait to become car owners and 
jumped at the first opportunity to acquire a Volkswagen. In 1951, 
when Gerhard Kieflling heard that a relative who ran a car rental 
agency offered a damaged VW at a discount, he did not have to 
think twice. While this trainee teacher could not afford to oper¬ 
ate his Volkswagen day to day, he spent much of his limited dis¬ 
posable income on weekend outings and on extended holiday 
trips all over Europe, where he covered ninety-six thousand kilo¬ 
meters over the next five years. Piling a tent, sleeping bags, blan¬ 
kets, and other equipment onto the backseat, he traveled with 
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friends and visited the Black Forest, Switzerland, France, Italy, 
England, and the Scottish Flighlands. While numerous Wehr- 
macht veterans returned to places they had come to know as 
military occupiers to relive “youth, adventure, and domination,” 
younger West Germans who had not served in the war some¬ 
times saw international travel as a form of “public pilgrimage of 
atonement to distance [themselves] from the Third Reich 
[and] .. . build a bridge to a new Europe.” Neither impulse ap¬ 
pears to have motivated Kiefiling. Flaving survived the war as a 
private in the Wehrmacht, completed his studies, and secured a 
safe job, he simply “wanted to see something of the world.” In 
his case, the VW transformed private life in a manner that al¬ 
lowed him to satisfy an apolitical curiosity about faraway 
places. 52 

Many contemporaries would have regarded this young teach¬ 
er’s long-distance excursions in the early fifties with considerable 
envy, because even at the decade’s end fewer than one-third of 
all West German households could afford an extended annual 
holiday. Those who did overwhelmingly remained within the 
country, frequently staying with friends and relatives. 53 None¬ 
theless, throughout the fifties the automotive press brimmed with 
articles about international and domestic travel that could be 
undertaken with a Volkswagen, offering tips on routes as well as 
practical issues including passport regulations, currency quotas, 
fuel vouchers, foreign culinary customs, hotel categories, behav¬ 
ioral guidance, and, crucially, cost estimates. This flood of texts 
was of greater significance than providing practical advice for 
would-be tourists; as the economic boom and mass motoriza¬ 
tion progressed, it established trips both within and beyond West 
Germany’s borders as a firm prospect for the wider population. 
Long before such outings actually became a reality for most con¬ 
temporaries, travel turned from a distant dream into a viable 
expectation. Given its prominence in the Federal Republic, the 
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Volkswagen played a key part in the process whereby regular 
excursions became a normal aspiration in an increasingly afflu¬ 
ent population. 54 

For most West Germans, private life centered on their immedi¬ 
ate families, irrespective of the tensions that might exist between 
husbands, wives, and children. Often returning from the war 
with physical disabilities as well as emotional scars, men “found 
it difficult to reintegrate into the family,” Hanna Schissler has 
noted, especially if their attempts to reclaim their conventional 
role as head of household met with resistance. Beyond gender 
tensions between spouses, a generational gap provided another 
fault line within the family when offspring proved unwilling to 
accept the authority of long-absent fathers. Finally, living condi¬ 
tions often remained cramped, even in those families enjoying 
the good fortune of moving into a newly built apartment, be¬ 
cause planners allowed on average merely six hundred square 
feet (55 square meters) for four people in 1953. 55 

Although tremendous strains could permeate families in the 
fifties, most West Germans spent many hours off work in the com¬ 
pany of immediate relatives, passing their time within their own 
four walls by listening to the radio, reading the daily paper, and 
simply relaxing. To some extent, this withdrawal into the family 
can be read as a belated reaction against the hyper-politicization 
that had characterized the Third Reich. After years of almost 
omnipresent political propaganda, as well as the chaos and hu¬ 
miliation of military defeat, most West Germans quite literally 
wanted to be left in peace. The domestic sphere’s appeal also 
derived from a longing for an unspectacular and predictable ex¬ 
istence. Viewed from this perspective, the family circle emerged 
as a prime site where West Germans hoped to find normality after 
the war. The long working hours of the fifties, which deprived the 
majority of the population of time and energy to pursue activi¬ 
ties outside their home, further contributed to leisure patterns 
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revolving around domesticity. Rather than devote a significant 
share of their rising incomes to hobbies and commercial enter¬ 
tainments that would have taken them out of their homes, many 
West Germans saved for big-ticket domestic purchases such as 
furniture, washing machines, fridges, and television sets. 56 

Short of building one’s own house or buying an apartment, 
the most costly of these material objects of desire was, of course, 
an automobile that promised to extend West Germans’ radius of 
activity beyond their home while offering new forms of family 
pleasure. Although half of the nine hundred drivers taking part 
in a 1959 survey stated that they owned their vehicle primarily 
for professional reasons, most contemporary commentators em¬ 
phasized that an automobile, if used in a circumspect manner, 
was ideally suited to enrich family life through short trips. Un¬ 
like the small cars of the Weimar Republic whose diminutive size 
left them unsuitable for family outings, the VW offered sufficient 
space to accommodate parents and their offspring. Published in 
1951, the Buck vom Volkswagen (Book of the Volkswagen) ex¬ 
plicitly recommended the vehicle because it allowed couples and 
their children to undertake “weekend excursions.” Such trips did 
not need to be expensive. “Within a thirty-mile radius, there is 
always a good opportunity,” the author stressed, and a “clever 
housewife” could further limit expenses by bringing food and 
drink. Once the family had reached its destination, the children 
could play in the forest or on a lake while the parents relaxed: 
“Yes, that’s it, one feels freer and happier.. .. Life is hard enough 
as it is, times are difficult, everybody should cast aside his inhibi¬ 
tions and give his body what is beneficial for it.” 57 

As a family vehicle, this text suggested, the Volkswagen put 
drivers in a position to leave the mundane concerns and material 
restrictions of everyday life behind. A short journey thus offered 
an opportunity to enact a family ideal of peaceful happiness and 
undisturbed bliss in an idyllic landscape. Few images capture 
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Weekend idyll with Volkswagen. As West Germany's recovery gathered 
pace in the fifties, the VW emerged as a symbol of a new, family-centered 

postwar normality. Courtesy ofj. H. Darchinger, Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, Bonn. 


this vision of postwar normality better than the photograph of a 
young family picnicking in front of their Volkswagen parked on 
a forest strewn with various leisure items. Shot in 1957 by Josef 
Heinrich Darchinger, the pictorial chronicler of the economic 
miracle for several dailies and weeklies, it staged the Volkswagen 
as an integral part of an altogether pacific family ensemble that 
exuded self-contained contentment. 58 

The strong emotions that automobiles elicited in their owners 
counted among the curiosities that attracted constant attention. 
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An owner’s bond with the car began with the act of acquisition, 
an event amounting to far more than a prosaic financial transac¬ 
tion. Buying a Volkswagen was a special occasion that testified 
to personal success and status, serving as an indicator that the 
new owner counted among the economic boom’s beneficiaries. 
“My father’s first car was a Volkswagen, a used ‘Beetle,’ which 
provided a decisive step forward in our family’s motorization,” a 
man recalled of his 1950s childhood. “An inevitable ritual of ap¬ 
propriation” in the form of “a small family drive” during which 
“father explained] the advantages of the new vehicle” provided 
the first step in the vehicle’s domestication, he continued. Apart 
from visibly demonstrating a family’s good economic fortunes to 
friends and neighbors, the first drive launched a protracted pro¬ 
cess of appropriation during which the buyer transformed an 
automobile into an eminently personal possession. 59 

Many owners marked their vehicles as private territory, 
treating them like a canvas on which they expressed aesthetic 
predilections by adding accessories that helped either eradicate 
the traces a previous driver left on a used car or, in the case of 
a new vehicle, modified the highly standardized product VW 
offered. To be sure, extras such as tow ropes, first-aid kits, re¬ 
pair tools, and road maps, as well as metal staffs to measure 
gas levels in the tank before the arrival of the automatic fuel 
gauge, were primarily functional rather than expressions of 
personal taste. Many drivers, however, did not restrict them¬ 
selves to such practical additions. A minority added supple¬ 
mentary lights, chromium strips, whitewall tires, stickers, tags, 
and more to their cars, abandoning themselves to decorative 
urges that invited ridicule for creating a “rolling Christmas 
tree.” 60 

Highly conspicuous exterior alterations may have risked op¬ 
probrium, but hardly anyone raised an eyebrow about embel¬ 
lishments to the Volkswagen’s spartan interior. Albeit a costly 
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investment, fitting a radio proved a welcome diversion on long, 
potentially monotonous trips along the autobahn. Alongside cush¬ 
ions, protective seat covers guarded against wear and tear while 
lending a cozy feel to the VW. 61 In the fifties, a particularly popular 
aesthetic alteration of the car’s interior were small vases, many 
of which were produced by high-end porcelain manufacturers 
including Rosenthal and Arzberg. While some couples attached 
a vase to their dashboard to preserve blossoms plucked en route 
before displaying them as a “visible memorial token” at home, 
others had little inclination to remove the flowers they found 
along the way from their car. “My husband and I most certainly 
do not want to do without fresh flowers in the vase of our VW,” 
one Lilo Muller asserted in the mid-fifties. She regarded her floral 
bunches as a defining trait of the family vehicle. In keeping with 
their widely acknowledged role as homemakers, women left a 
pronounced aesthetic imprint on the inside of many a Volkswagen, 
thereby playing a crucial role in turning them into personalized 
possessions. 62 

According to contemporary auto manuals, a regular mainte¬ 
nance routine was a key activity through which male owners 
demonstrated their dedication to the automobile. Even a manual 
explicitly addressing readers with little mechanical expertise in¬ 
cluded detailed information on cleaning a carburetor, fixing a 
fuel pump, checking a distributor, and adjusting a generator. 
However, the best indicator of a man’s attachment to his auto¬ 
mobile was the increasingly common weekend ritual of washing 
the car. In some families this chore fell to wives and children, but 
numerous male drivers proved remarkably reluctant to delegate 
this activity. In and around the house, virtually all forms of dirt 
removal were exclusively female responsibilities, but when it 
came to the automobile, few men felt that a temporary suspen¬ 
sion of the conventional sexual division of labor compromised 
their masculinity. Some writers encouraged owners to keep vehi- 
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cles spick-and-span because a car’s external appearance formed 
part of an individual’s public persona. The leading manual for 
the VW driver portrayed washing the car as an act of apprecia¬ 
tion: “When we decide to clean our car ourselves, we virtually 
never do this to save money . .. but rather out of a noble inten¬ 
tion to reward our cars for offering us faithful service day in and 
day out.” 63 

Beyond concern for their reputation and gratitude, deep affec¬ 
tion prompted drivers to wash their cars themselves. Writing 
in the early fifties, an automotive journalist likened the impulses 
that prompted men to perform cleaning routines to those felt in 
the early stages of a romance. He commented that the sight of a 
middle-class man putting on “his oldest suit and a pair of even 
older shoes [before] getting a bucket of water, a sponge, [and] 
mother’s best chamois leather” to “wash, polish, and clean his 
‘wheels’ ” with gusto revealed “a degree of love and care that 
[could] lead detached observers to believe he was flirting with a 
new lover.” Cleaning a car thus illustrated the intimate bond that 
tied many owners to their automobiles. Another writer expressed 
the relationship between car and driver along similarly gendered 
lines as he pointed out that the automobile “is the only affair of 
which you can speak without censure and which you can take 
home without committing a sin.” While both authors feminized 
the car by casting it as an object of male desire, they highlighted 
the exuberant emotions cars elicited. 64 

A VW advertisement from 1956 likened the relationship be¬ 
tween a Volkswagen and its owner to that between husband and 
wife. Pictorially merging a man’s smiling face with a frontal view 
of a Volkswagen body, the tagline pronounced the automobile 
“his better half.” Instead of a stormy love affair, the stability of 
marriage provided the dominant motif in this ad about the 
unity between proprietor and car. Others described the Volks¬ 
wagen as a “good friend” or a house pet, an apt analogy given 
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the extensive grooming vehicles received. Small wonder, then, 
that numerous Volkswagens, like good friends and pets, received 
nicknames including “Fridolin,” “Oscar,” and, in the case of a 
red VW, “Tomato.” West German citizens developed countless 
ways of expressing their automotive affection. 65 

As soaring sales in the fifties and early sixties ensured that the 
present overshadowed many unsavory details of the VW’s Hitler¬ 
laden origins, the attachment owners developed to their cars 
turned the Volkswagen into a public symbol whose significance 
went beyond articulating the hope that the Federal Republic’s 
normality rested on firm foundations. Rather, the car evolved 
into a national icon that millions of West Germans venerated as 
a personal possession. In this respect the Volkswagen differed 
fundamentally from the deutsche mark, another prominent 
symbol of postwar stability. Given the currency’s character as a 
means of financial transaction, DM banknotes retained a far 
more prosaic everyday presence because they changed hands 
incessantly. 66 

While both women and men played important roles in turning 
Volkswagens into personal possessions, there could be little 
doubt that most contemporaries ultimately considered the auto¬ 
mobile a male domain. Above all, this conviction derived from 
the assumption that operating a car competently required a con¬ 
siderable degree of technical expertise. To spread knowledge of 
the car’s inner workings in a society in which automobiles had 
long remained the preserve of the wealthy few, the auto manuals 
of the early Federal Republic included lengthy passages devoted 
to mechanical aspects. Helmut Dillenburger’s Practical Auto 
Book, a 450-page guide that sold more than two hundred thou¬ 
sand copies between 1957 and 1961, devoted roughly 150 
densely printed pages to detailed explanations of, among other 
subjects, various engine types, brakes, clutches, transmissions, 
ignitions, and fuel injection systems. “The motor car of today,” 



An early Volkswagen ad that pictorially celebrates the unity between car and 
driver. By referring to the car as the proprietor's "better half" (bessere Hdifte), 
the ad cast the VW as an automobile that "stood by its man." Courtesy of 
Volkswagen Aktiengesellschaft. 
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he pointed out, “is more powerful than its predecessors. ... To 
recognize and apply its potential correctly, one needs to know 
more about it.” Efforts to promote popular technical knowledge 
with an eye to familiarizing drivers with their vehicles, however, 
were largely lost on women, many male contemporaries argued. 
In keeping with long-standing beliefs about female technical in¬ 
competence, women were said to display only a limited interest 
in the functional aspects of automotive engineering. In 1957, an 
article in the middle-class women’s magazine Constanze categor¬ 
ically declared that “a man who wants to buy a car ... must 
know that for the vast majority of women an automobile is an 
item that consists of two parts only: the body and the interior 
decoration.” 67 

West German women faced widespread suspicions about their 
ability to drive. Although few statements in which men explicitly 
charged women behind the wheel with gross ineptitude made it 
into print, a wealth of evidence testifies to the private prejudices 
female drivers had to contend with. The daughter of a VW dealer 
appealed to Gute Fahrt in the following manner in 1951: “Thank 
God I don’t have a husband yet who forbids me to drive, but I 
do have a daddy who greets me with equal skepticism.... What 
shall I do?” Some husbands did erect insurmountable obstacles 
that prevented their wives from steering the family car. The 
daughters of Hildegard Eyermann, a university-trained pharma¬ 
cist who had gained her permit in the Weimar Republic, recalled 
that “our mother never drove while father was alive.” When 
Kurt Eyermann, a country doctor, took his family on outings in 
their dark-green VW in the fifties, Hildegard sat in the passenger 
seat, clutching the road map and warning her nervous husband 
against oncoming traffic on the rural lanes of upper Franconia. 
“Even in the winter, with all the snow and the hills in our town, 
she never got the car. She did all the shopping by bicycle,” her 
daughters remembered, still shaking their heads decades later. As 
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late as the early sixties, women who drove their VWs with self- 
confidence and panache felt it necessary to defend themselves 
against charges of being either “masculine” or “bisexual,” since 
many contemporaries continued to regard the car as a male pre¬ 
serve. West German mass motorization thus bore the imprint of 
a deep-seated automotive misogyny that articulated itself in the 
private realm and severely restricted women’s ability to take ad¬ 
vantage of ownership. 68 

Reliable figures about the number of female drivers are diffi¬ 
cult to find for the early Federal Republic, since national statis¬ 
tics did not count them as a separate category. A sociological 
survey taken around Frankfurt in 1959 shines a light on the 
sexual inequality that was in all likelihood part of a wider social 
pattern: fewer than 9 percent of those whom the social scientists 
encountered behind the wheel were women. Nonetheless, the fif¬ 
ties and the early sixties witnessed an increase in female drivers, 
as statistical records of women gaining a license to handle a pas¬ 
senger car, truck, motorcycle, or moped indicate. While 141,226 
women passed a test to handle a motorized vehicle of some type 
or another in 1955, as many as 372,629 received a license in 
1963, a rise from 16 to 23 percent. That women developed a 
more prominent road presence in the early sixties is also re¬ 
flected by the decision of several publications to address female 
drivers’ concerns directly. By 1961, Constanze ran a biweekly 
column for readers who regularly got behind the wheel. Two 
years later, Gute Fabrt introduced “Beate,” a commentator who 
championed female drivers in debates on whether woman or 
man “was the better participant in road traffic.” The emergence 
of columnists directed at female drivers in the sixties highlights 
that magazines ignoring gender issues in automotive matters 
risked appearing outdated. 69 

The rising number of women driving during the fifties and 
the early sixties had several causes. Growing levels of wealth and 
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a labor market that saw the proportion of working married 
women below the age of forty increase from around 27 percent 
in 1950 to 40 percent in 1961 partly account for this trend, put¬ 
ting more women in a financial position to afford driving lessons 
or to buy and maintain a car. The way in which Marlies Schroder, 
a seamstress in her early twenties from the rural Eifel region, 
learned to drive in the early sixties offers a case in point. When a 
local driving school hired her for sewing work, she recalled us¬ 
ing her earnings “to get a driver’s license myself.” Fearing paren¬ 
tal opposition, “I registered in secret. Only after I had passed 
several lessons with success did I confess my project.” A dose of 
subterfuge and an independent income put this young woman in 
a position to gain her permit. 70 

At the same time, public debate worked to isolate the camp 
that regarded the operation of passenger vehicles as a male pre¬ 
rogative. It is no coincidence that virtually no explicit statements 
about women’s supposedly inferior abilities to handle cars ap¬ 
peared in the public sphere throughout the fifties. From its earli¬ 
est days, West German public culture acknowledged women’s 
contributions to the German war effort as well as to the coun¬ 
try’s reconstruction during the “rubble years” in the immediate 
aftermath of military defeat. In both contexts, German women 
had amply demonstrated that they could fill roles in arenas con¬ 
ventionally deemed male preserves. Against this backdrop, pub¬ 
lic assertions that categorically denied women’s ability to drive 
were bound to prove deeply controversial. The Basic Faw, which 
served as West Germany’s political constitution after 1949, 
worked to similar effect. Although family policies of the fifties 
embraced the concept of separate gender spheres that defined 
women’s roles as maternal homemakers while assigning to hus¬ 
bands the duty to act as providers, the Basic Faw enshrined 
equality between the sexes as one of the Federal Republic’s cen¬ 
tral constitutional tenets. In other words, no one could legiti- 
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mately deny women the right to drive in public, regardless of 
conservative family policies. 

Rising employment figures, public memories of women’s con¬ 
tributions to the war and reconstruction, and constitutional stip¬ 
ulations on sexual equality provided the context that facilitated 
public challenges to private prejudices against female drivers. 
Some men overtly rejected suggestions that female drivers were 
incapable of handling their automobiles with assurance. Inse¬ 
cure female drivers lacked practice, one argument ran, because 
their husbands treated the family vehicle like a “toy” that they 
“wished to keep for themselves.. . . Above all, gentlemen, let 
your wives drive on their own, that’s when they learn it.” Women, 
meanwhile, advanced the public claim throughout the fifties that 
they—and not their male counterparts—ought to be considered 
the more reliable drivers, especially when it came to avoiding 
accidents. In 1950, Constanze printed a photograph of a secre¬ 
tary next to her VW whom American occupational authorities 
had officially crowned as the “safest driver” in their zone. 
“Women drive better,” declared a headline in the same publica¬ 
tion a year later, citing an expert of the German Automobile As¬ 
sociation (ADAC) as well as accident statistics to back up the 
self-confident assertion. Beyond offering assurances of their au¬ 
tomotive competence, women emphasized in the fifties that they 
regarded themselves as “passionate VW drivers.” 71 

These interventions managed to change the tone of public de¬ 
bate on gender and the automobile, but only to a limited extent. 
Although some female writers in the early sixties still felt a need 
to remind contemporaries that “we are very well able to navigate 
road traffic drive as competently as our male competitors,” by 
then others flatly refused to discuss stereotypical gender ascrip¬ 
tions and instead treated them with irony and sarcasm. “Every 
woman knows that men drive well—without exception,” a female 
columnist ridiculed the prevalent male self-image in 1963. 72 For 
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some women, charges of female automotive incompetence no 
longer merited serious consideration. At the same time, a num¬ 
ber of male commentators began to argue in public that female 
drivers often displayed more talent than men. Several male inter¬ 
viewees in Gute Fahrt agreed that “women drive better than 
men, with a greater sense of responsibility and in a more relaxed 
fashion.” 73 

Yet the very men cited who issued the most confident state¬ 
ments regarding women’s driving abilities in Gute Fahrt ended 
their accounts with frank admissions that their own wives never 
drove in their presence for fear of attracting spousal criticism. 
Whatever partial success they had in challenging gender stereo¬ 
types in public contexts, female drivers continued to encounter 
skepticism in the private realm as increasing numbers of women 
took the wheel in the early sixties. Still, even those men who re¬ 
garded female drivers with mixed feelings now felt compelled to 
acknowledge that, in principle, women could confidently handle 
a Volkswagen. By the early sixties, West Germans gradually 
came to accept that drivers of both sexes regarded the VW as a 
treasured possession. Despite the gender tensions that accompa¬ 
nied mass motorization, for countless West Germans the Volks¬ 
wagen turned into an object of great affection that their owners 
washed, serviced, and embellished. The close bonds that car 
ownership created between man and machine—or woman and 
machine—were central to the Volkswagen’s iconic status in the 
Federal Republic. 

The automobile’s everyday appeal to both sexes was closely re¬ 
lated to its emancipatory potential. By the beginning of the 
1950s, the notion that driving promoted individual liberty al¬ 
ready had a long and, in the German case, checkered history. 
Henry Ford, back in the 1910s, had famously praised the auto¬ 
mobile for its capacity to enhance individual freedom, as had 
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owners of small vehicles during the Weimar Republic. Hitler, 
too, had invoked this motif when he envisioned the “people’s 
car” as an exclusively “Aryan” instrument that would release the 
Volksgemeinschaft from the constraints of public transport. 
While none of the Third Reich’s racial restrictions on car own¬ 
ership survived into the Federal Republic, the notion of automo¬ 
tive freedom gained unprecedented prominence in West Ger¬ 
many, and not only because of the rising number of cars. The 
predominant Cold War climate, and the ways many citizens, in¬ 
cluding Volkswagen owners, narrated their driving experiences 
cast the automobile as an instrument of freedom in the fifties 
and early sixties. Nonetheless, a rising death toll due to car ac¬ 
cidents soon cast a pall over the automobile’s reputation as a 
liberating force in West German society. Public safety concerns 
triggered a protracted debate about the necessary limits of lib¬ 
erty on the road. 

Given the country’s membership in the American-led coalition 
of the “free world,” “freedom” (Freibeit) provided a key political 
term in West Germany. Throughout the fifties, the Federal Re¬ 
public’s political and economic elites issued a barrage of public 
pronouncements in praise of individual liberty that underlined a 
sharp contrast with the collectivist ethos prevalent in the social¬ 
ist bloc. The rhetoric of freedom permeated a plethora of politi¬ 
cal statements as well as tributes to “free enterprise,” which, as 
Ludwig Erhard declared in a 1957 essay, had returned “life and 
liberty to a deprived and hungry people” within a few years. 
Beyond strictly political and economic liberties, the freedom of 
movement counted among the core values espoused in the West. 
In 1954, Wilhelm Ropke, one of Erhard’s most influential eco¬ 
nomic advisers, went so far as to include the “freedom of traffic” 
among the Federal Republic’s defining traits. He elevated the 
ability “to satisfy one’s transport needs in accordance with one’s 
wishes” to a “basic and inalienable right of the individual,” an 
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“elementary liberty” to which “a state on this side of the Iron 
Curtain needs to subscribe.” 74 

Although political circles explicitly tied the automobile to the 
domestic agenda of the Cold War, the wider public displayed 
little overt interest in such politically charged discussions. This 
reluctance reflected not only a general lack of faith in political 
ideology in the wake of the Third Reich, but also the profound 
skepticism with which the new parliamentary order of the Federal 
Republic was greeted by a population that, as several opinion 
polls showed, retained strong “authoritarian, antidemocratic, 
and fascist inclinations” in the early fifties. As a result, journalists 
praising the automobile’s ability to enhance individual freedom 
restricted themselves to succinct and general proclamations: 
“The car makes us free,” a writer on automotive affairs declared 
laconically in the early fifties, repeating a point that had been 
made for half a century. One of his colleagues agreed, character¬ 
izing the automobile as the epitome of individual liberty: “Grasp¬ 
ing the steering wheel is the essence of one’s personal freedom.” 
By employing a key term of West Germany’s political language, 
praise for the automobile as a source of “individual liberty” indi¬ 
rectly associated the car with the Federal Republic’s liberal po¬ 
litical values. As it boosted individual mobility, the proliferation 
of the car—and the Volkswagen in particular—revealed that 
West Germany did indeed offer enticing new freedoms. Mass 
motorization played a crucial role in demonstrating to a politi¬ 
cally skeptical population that West German Cold War rhetoric 
with its encomiums to freedom amounted to more than mere 
words. 75 

Yet it was not just individual mobility that lent the automobile 
the appeal of liberty. The car itself could serve as a zone of pri¬ 
vacy that allowed people to circumvent restrictive moral codes 
and legal regulations. Unmarried couples seeking solitude, for 
instance, faced considerable difficulties in the early Federal Re- 
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public, given the cramped conditions in many households. Find¬ 
ing a hotel for a tryst was fraught with obstacles, because federal 
law threatened managers who rented rooms to couples without 
a marriage license with prosecution for abetting prostitution. 
Under these circumstances, even unmarried couples on vacations 
who booked themselves into separate rooms within the same 
establishment risked prosecution. Amorous activities inside the 
car, however, were beyond legal reproach, as a car guide pointed 
out in a section entitled “on the kiss in the car.” Readers who 
were concerned about incurring a potential charge of being a 
“public nuisance” received the advice that auto-erotic shenani¬ 
gans did not qualify as an indecency in the eye of the law, as long 
as a couple parked in a discreet location: “Only public nuisance 
exists [as a corpus delicti], but for this the public is necessary. 
The public begins with one person, but not with the policeman; 
one should inform him of this when he opens the door in case 
the windows are fogged up.” The advice appears to have proved 
apposite, because no legal cases about amorous entanglements in 
cars made the headlines throughout the fifties. For young people 
in particular, the automobile served as a space of personal free¬ 
dom, offering a safe site for erotic experimentation. 76 

Beyond enhancing individual mobility and providing a space 
of privacy, the automobile’s liberating qualities became manifest 
in the act of driving. West Germans who handled a Volkswagen 
throughout the decade frequently described doing so in highly 
emotive, enthusiastic terms. “I so enjoy driving,” wrote a young 
woman in 1951 about her outings in the VW. Even experienced 
professionals like an auto journalist found test-driving “a Volks¬ 
wagen for three weeks ... an express delight.” The junior 
teacher introduced above still recalled driving as a “wonderful 
sensation” more than fifty years after he first took his VW for a 
spin. For a growing number of West Germans the Volkswagen 
added a new joy to life, an automotive happiness that stood in 
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sharp contrast to the gloomy deprivations of the immediate post¬ 
war years. 77 

Mass motorization added to West Germans’ personal identity 
a new dimension, which, for lack of a better word, may be termed 
the “driving self.” This aspect of the self, which springs into ac¬ 
tion when an individual gets behind the wheel, took time to de¬ 
velop, however. Placing the operator inside an unfamiliar ma¬ 
chine and engaging all senses, driving required the acquisition 
of a set of highly coordinated individual skills. Over time, re¬ 
peated practice set in motion a process of habituation that grad¬ 
ually transformed what began as a series of discrete, initially 
tentative, self-conscious actions into a flowing, largely intuitive 
performance that could give women and men the sense of being 
in unison with a powerful technological device. As a sociologist 
observed in the fifties, a driver gained a degree of assurance that 
allowed him to move the focus of attention from consciously 
“pushing the stick shift [and] the complex operation of the vehicle 
[to] moving along the road. The driver himself [now] drives, he 
himself takes the turn, leaves another driver behind etc.” “Being 
at one with the machine” was the turn of phrase a contemporary 
employed to describe the sense of mastery he developed while 
driving his Volkswagen. 78 

A heightened feeling of power formed part and parcel of the 
transformation that made the driver. An observer of West Ger¬ 
man road traffic in 1957 noticed that “at the steering wheel, we 
yield to the apparent increase of power, which inflates our ‘ego.’ 
Enormous forces obey at the touch of a finger; obedience is com¬ 
plete.” Reflecting on the intimate unity between human and car, 
the author of an auto manual took conceptual refuge in ancient 
mythology, observing that “the good driver merges with his 
vehicle into a modern centaur, whose head rules the engine and 
the wheels without demanding the impossible.” As such, drivers 
stood out as “people for whom the machine has become a friend, 
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not a ruler or a slave, but an intermediary toward a higher sense 
of living.” The Volkswagen was by no means the only car that 
turned citizens of the Federal Republic into drivers, but its pro¬ 
liferation on the country’s roads did more than any other model 
to help West Germans experience the driving self and its liberat¬ 
ing sense of power. 79 

Those who acquired an automobile during the fifties could 
enact their identity as drivers under remarkably car-friendly con¬ 
ditions. Although many roads were initially in poor repair, own¬ 
ers could drive with few interruptions, since traffic density out¬ 
side built-up areas remained low during the early years of the 
decade. When car numbers increased significantly in the second 
half of the fifties, the federal government initiated an extensive 
road construction program to ensure smooth traffic flows. Be¬ 
yond investments in infrastructure, the state promoted car own¬ 
ership directly by granting a tax credit in 1955 that allowed 
private owners to write off the costs of their daily commute. 80 
Most notably, the legislature afforded drivers considerable lee¬ 
way while on the road after the parliament in Bonn followed a 
proposal by transport minister Hans-Christoph Seebohm to re¬ 
move all speed restrictions for automobiles in 1953. Seebohm, a 
leading member of the ultra-conservative Deutsche Partei, cele¬ 
brated the bill not only as an important step toward restoring 
national sovereignty because it reversed restrictions the Allied 
occupiers had introduced in 1945. Even more significantly, he 
explicitly described his initiative as a return to “our old, tried 
and tested regulations”—an open reference to the traffic laws of 
the Third Reich that had abolished all speed limits in 1934. Nei¬ 
ther fellow parliamentarians nor the press took issue with See- 
bohm’s historical line of argument, neglecting to point out that 
the transport minister had brought back a failed Nazi policy that 
had prompted the regime to reintroduce comprehensive speed 
restrictions in 1938 because of high accident rates. Instead, 
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members of parliament and journalists were under the impres¬ 
sion that the Nazi dictatorship had enacted speed limits only to 
prevent fuel shortages at the beginning of World War II. This 
convenient misperception led Der Spiegel to congratulate the 
government a few years later on having repealed a “Nazi law” 
passed in 1939. 81 

Seebohm’s laissez-faire approach to speed limits rested on the 
assumption that drivers would handle their vehicles with a 
“sense of responsibility,” moderating their speed so as to expose 
neither themselves nor other road users to unnecessary dangers. 
Yet not long afterward, when the country registered an increase 
in road accidents, serious doubts arose about whether the Fed¬ 
eral Republic’s car owners really could keep their driving selves 
in check. National statistics attributed 6,314 deaths and 150,416 
injuries to road accidents in 1950, but these figures climbed to 
11,025 and 298,231, respectively, in 1953, and reached 14,088 
deaths and 412,036 injuries in 1962. Given a more than tenfold 
increase in passenger cars during this period, a less than threefold 
increase in accidents may look modest in retrospect, but this was 
not how contemporaries regarded the issue. They saw road acci¬ 
dents as a new and dramatic public risk whose causes and appro¬ 
priate antidotes triggered controversies about the relationship 
between state, civil society, and the individual. At the core of this 
meandering public debate stood the question of how much free¬ 
dom an individual ought to be granted while on the road. 82 

Although commentators identified as sources of accidents a 
lack of motoring skills, the bad state of the road network after 
the war, inattentive pedestrians who literally got in drivers’ ways, 
and the presence of large trucks, many observers insisted that 
the lion’s share of responsibility for road casualties had to rest 
with the drivers of passenger cars, since this group expanded at 
the fastest rate. Ultimately, those behind the wheel were sus¬ 
pected of lacking the character traits to handle a car in a manner 
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that did not endanger fellow citizens. “Tell me how you drive, 
and I tell you whether you are a decent human being,” one auto 
journalist asserted in a statement that elevated an individual’s 
driving style to a reflection of personal temperament. West Ger¬ 
man automobilists, a popular argument went, displayed a far 
greater degree of aggression behind the wheel than their Western 
European counterparts, whose countries exhibited lower acci¬ 
dent rates. “The French driver is polite and considerate by na¬ 
ture, just as the English driver is polite and considerate,” pro¬ 
claimed one source. Concern about West German drivers’ mores 
was neither confined to the press, nor did it come to an end in 
the late fifties. In 1961, the Bonn Foreign Office asked embassies 
in France, Italy, Spain, and Switzerland whether aggressive road 
conduct by West German holiday drivers damaged the Federal 
Republic’s international image. Although the diplomats wrote 
reassuring reports dispelling officials’ fears in Bonn, the initiative 
itself illustrates that apprehension about West German drivers’ 
behavior circulated in many spheres. 83 

When public commentators reflected on the causes of the ag¬ 
gressiveness that appeared to manifest itself on the country’s 
roads, inexperience alone provided an unsatisfactory explanation. 
Instead, they diagnosed a civility deficit among West Germans. 
The Federal Republic’s roads reminded some drivers of combat 
zones. “Whenever I take a journey, I feel as if I’m off to the front. 
You never know whether you will get back home safe and sound,” 
a driver wrote in the early fifties. Military motifs continued to 
color West German assessments of driving conduct well into the 
late fifties and mid-sixties, when a prominent car journal de¬ 
scribed the autobahn as a “battlefield,” while West Germany’s 
leading news magazine impressed upon readers the scale of havoc 
through a reminder that the annual tally of victims stood at “more 
than one and a half times as many dead and fifteen times as many 
injured as in the Polish campaign” of 1939. 84 
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Present-day social scientists attribute aggressive road conduct 
to a lack of communication among drivers, but the frequent 
military motifs in accident debates in the early Federal Republic 
indicate that numerous West Germans suspected an altogether 
different cause at the time. The rising crash curve, they feared, 
was an unwelcome inheritance left behind by the Third Reich 
and World War II. Of all people, it was transport minister See- 
bohm who made this point explicitly, crediting the supposed 
lack of “discipline” on the road to “the conditions of the war 
and the postwar years.” Concerns about the moral legacy left by 
National Socialism emerged in numerous contexts in the early 
Federal Republic and triggered a host of calls to stamp out the 
remnants of National Socialism’s militaristic ideals in everyday 
life. In a protracted effort to recivilize the young country com¬ 
prehensively, numerous etiquette books, some of which became 
best sellers with six-figure print runs, offered extensive advice on 
how to remodel quotidian manners along the expressly civilian 
lines appropriate for a democratic polity. Similar motifs stood 
behind programs from the mid-fifties promoting more restrained 
driving styles on West German roads. Underwritten by the Fed¬ 
eral Transport Ministry, these voluntary initiatives encompassed 
educational schemes, the dissemination of information in vari¬ 
ous media, and awards for exemplary behavior on the road. 85 

In light of steadily rising accident rates, however, many West 
German commentators argued that appeals to voluntary behav¬ 
ioral change were futile unless complemented by more extensive 
disciplinary sanctions that penalized reckless conduct. Contro¬ 
versies about road safety legislation, which gained urgency in the 
mid-fifties, revolved around the state’s regulatory power over 
civil society and the extent to which authorities should curtail 
the freedom of the road in the interest of public safety. Since ex¬ 
cessive speed invariably emerged as the main cause of car acci¬ 
dents, speed limits provided a particularly virulent issue in de- 
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bates about traffic regulation. While politicians from all parties 
and diverse professionals including policemen, urban planners, 
and trauma surgeons pressed for compulsory speed restrictions, 
the auto industry and car associations established a powerful 
lobby that defended, with considerable success, the right to drive 
as fast as one wished as a crucial individual liberty. 86 

In its campaign, the latter camp could count on the vocal sup¬ 
port of the expanding ranks of drivers, not least those behind the 
wheel of Volkswagens, who consistently reacted with indigna¬ 
tion against regulatory initiatives on the part of the state. “In no 
other country does it rain as many bans” as in Germany, Gute 
Fabrt railed in 1952, adding a few years later that the Federal 
Republic’s traffic regulations highlighted “a German love of pro¬ 
hibiting.” While the federal government acted on public safety 
concerns in 1957 and limited passenger vehicles to thirty miles 
per hour in built-up areas, polemics against a German tradition 
of state authoritarianism proved remarkably effective. Despite 
increases in traffic-related deaths and injuries, Bonn refrained 
from imposing further restrictions until 1971, when it intro¬ 
duced an upper limit of fifty-five miles per hour on two-lane 
open roads but continued to exempt autobahns from similar 
checks to avoid a public outcry. By then, the Federal Repub¬ 
lic’s lenient approach to speed limits marked the country as an 
international regulatory exception whose roots, like the Volks¬ 
wagen’s basic design, dated back to the Third Reich. 87 

Given the largely successful campaign against speed limits, the 
VW’s reputation did not suffer from protracted controversies 
about traffic safety. Moreover, the debate about speed limits them¬ 
selves centered on individual conduct rather than on specific auto¬ 
mobiles. Even those who identified car traffic as a public danger 
concentrated on the behavior of drivers rather than cars. As a 
result, safety features of automobiles escaped public scrutiny, 
and the technical flaws in vehicles that may have contributed to 
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hazards on the road did not attract much attention in the Fed¬ 
eral Republic during the fifties and early sixties. The increase of 
traffic-related deaths and injuries, therefore, left no scratch on 
the Volkswagen’s iconic body. Instead, countless West Germans 
saw in the VW an instrument that turned the Federal Republic 
into a nation of drivers, allowed them to enjoy unprecedented 
individual mobility, and fostered a sense of liberty that found its 
most potent expression in the lasting right to drive as fast as one 
wished. Sidestepping the deep suspicions with which many citi¬ 
zens regarded ideologically charged political pronouncements at 
the height of the Cold War, the Volkswagen thus functioned as a 
West German icon that articulated a notion of freedom in a 
seemingly apolitical manner. 

In the early fifties and sixties, the Volkswagen conveyed a host 
of flattering associations about the young Federal Republic as a 
socially and economically modern, albeit largely apolitical coun¬ 
try. In the context of the “economic miracle,” the car took up 
and amplified an early West German story of self-made success 
based on hard work and a culture of achievement. As sales 
soared, observers emphasized that VW’s good fortunes benefited 
both corporate interests and employees. The Volkswagen, this 
story went, owed its existence to an exemplary and highly pro¬ 
ductive company that, under Nordhoff’s patriarchal leadership, 
embraced cooperative industrial relations, rewarded its workers 
with the highest wages and best benefits in the land, and funded 
Wolfsburg’s metamorphosis from a barrack settlement into a 
medium-size city with an up-to-date infrastructure. At the same 
time, the VW reassured contemporaries that the Federal Repub¬ 
lic’s seemingly miraculous transformation, in which automakers 
played an increasingly prominent role, was no fleeting episode. 
Against a backdrop of recent existential hardship and insecurity, 
the solid and reliable Volkswagen appeared as the epitome of 
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trustworthiness, whose ubiquity indirectly expressed the hope 
that the enticing postwar order with its incipient affluence rested 
on foundations that were as solid as the little car itself. As an 
automobile embodying the virtues associated with the label 
“made in Germany,” it conveyed a narrative of self-made success 
based on quality workmanship. Crucially, the VW’s compara¬ 
tively low price ensured that the vehicle remained anything but a 
distant icon. By becoming widely affordable, it demonstrated 
that broad sections of the West German population benefited 
from the economic miracle directly. As it helped West Germany 
become a nation of drivers, countless men and, from the early 
sixties, women began to treat the vehicle made in Wolfsburg as 
an object of affection that they integrated into their quotidian 
routines. The intimate bonds between West German citizens and 
their VWs owed their existence not only to new, car-based spare¬ 
time activities but to a liberating sense of enjoyment drivers en¬ 
countered behind the wheel. The Volkswagen became a collec¬ 
tive symbol of the economic miracle—a symbol that millions 
owned, and treated as a unique and private possession. 

The car’s Nazi origins presented virtually no obstacle to this 
ascent. Silence about the human rights abuses at the factory dur¬ 
ing the war supported the Volkswagen’s postwar prominence, as 
did a host of highly selective public stories that presented the 
car’s history in largely depoliticized terms. Rather than acknowl¬ 
edge the ideological motivations behind the Third Reich’s plan 
for a “people’s car,” contemporary historical accounts focused 
on the vehicle’s outstanding technical characteristics, crediting 
these to Ferdinand Porsche, who was cast in the role of a politi¬ 
cally neutral engineering genius. Since most war stories of the 
car’s involvement in military campaigns focused on the Kiibel- 
wagen’s technical virtuosity, the VW’s wartime record presented 
no major embarrassments for the West German media either. 
Above all, however, the Volkswagen’s proliferation in the fifties 
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threw into sharp relief National Socialism’s failure. By delivering 
on the enticing promise of an affordable automobile for the 
wider population, the Federal Republic proved its superiority 
over the Third Reich while retroactively legitimating the con¬ 
sumer dream of individual car ownership that had arisen be¬ 
tween 1933 and 1945. As it inextricably intermeshed the recent 
past and the historical present, the Volkswagen emerged as an 
unlikely survivor of the Third Reich that thrived in the Federal 
Republic, a trait that it shared with the numerous West Germans 
who viewed their own biographies in very similar historical terms. 

The VW thus owed its outstanding prominence not only to 
burgeoning sales but to an uncanny ability to square several cir¬ 
cles. As a much-loved presence in everyday affairs, it allowed 
contemporaries to translate their recent, deeply compromised 
history into a success story that bathed the postwar order in a 
thoroughly positive glow. As an affordable high-quality product, 
it cast West Germany as both a consumers’ and a producers’ re¬ 
public in which the auto industry became a prime engine for 
prosperity. As an altogether unpretentious exponent of the Fed¬ 
eral Republic’s seemingly miraculous socioeconomic transfor¬ 
mation, the Volkswagen managed to appear as simultaneously 
normal and exceptional, signaling that the postwar order with 
its long-awaited, incipient affluence rested on stable footings. 
And as an instrument that enhanced individual mobility, it drew 
attention to new personal liberties at the height of the Cold War 
without becoming entangled in overtly partisan political debates. 
Production and consumption, work and leisure, past and pres¬ 
ent, exceptionality and normality, liberal freedoms and seem¬ 
ingly apolitical privacy counted among the themes the Volks¬ 
wagen invoked in West Germany in the fifties and early sixties. 
Integrating an unusually broad and at times contradictory set of 
associations, the VW functioned as a socially ubiquitous, cultur¬ 
ally supercharged, and largely uncontroversial icon that shone 
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very brightly indeed in a West German cultural firmament that 
was largely bereft of widely shared national symbols after the 
Third Reich. 

The VW’s rise to fame, however, was by no means an exclu¬ 
sively domestic affair. As the company from Wolfsburg estab¬ 
lished itself as one of the Federal Republic’s leading industrial 
concerns, it owed its expansion increasingly to international 
sales, even more than to its dominant position in the home mar¬ 
ket. As such, the Volkswagen became not only a West German 
symbol of reconstruction at home but also an “export miracle” 
that quickly secured the vehicle a global presence. As sales abroad 
thrived, the VW developed an astonishing cultural valence on the 
international stage that ultimately aligned it, despite its origins in 
the Third Reich, with the counterculture of the late sixties. 
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“The Beetle does float,” declared the headline of an article in 
Sports Illustrated in 1963. As proof for its surprising claim, the 
magazine offered a two-page photograph of a Volkswagen 
swimming in a creek framed by plush Floridian swampland veg¬ 
etation. The image, a caption explained, “was made in Homo- 
sassa Springs after a Volkswagen was lowered gingerly onto the 
water by a crane.” While Sports Illustrated did “not recommend 
this experiment to others,” it was deeply impressed by the car’s 
amphibian properties because it only sank after remaining above 
water for almost half an hour. The writer freely admitted that 
this unorthodox test had been prompted by suspicions about the 
veracity of countless reports celebrating the Volkswagen as a 
commodity that, due to its solid engineering and quality, could 
function in the most improbable habitats. “Suspended in hyper¬ 
bole, the Volkswagen cannot be all they say it is,” the article set 
out its skeptical premise before conceding that “even the claim 
that the car is part water bug checks out.” Buying more than two 
hundred thousand vehicles made in Wolfsburg in the previous 
year, Americans, Sports Illustrated continued, were conducting a 
“romance with a plain Jane. ... In Florida not long ago, a bride 
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stuck a miniature VW . .. atop her wedding cake [and] a Kansas 
couple sent out birth announcements when their VW was deliv¬ 
ered.” Boisterous demand and numerous declarations of affec¬ 
tion showed that “the Volkswagen has found a home in Amer¬ 
ica.” In fact, strong global sales, the article concluded, had turned 
this vehicle “into the most easily recognized car on earth.” 1 

The feature in Sports Illustrated was one of many articles to 
express astonishment at the enthusiastic welcome American 
drivers had accorded to the German import since the mid-fifties. 
The Volkswagen’s success in the United States provided a deeply 
unusual business tale that puzzled numerous commentators. 
American observers readily acknowledged the new arrival’s 
technical features as an important source of its appeal, but they 
nonetheless struggled to grasp the affection countless customers 
bestowed on their VWs. Some writers drew attention to the 
Beetle’s unusual shape, declaring it an unlikely best seller. While 
Sports Illustrated was puzzled by the charms of this automotive 
“plain Jane,” several business and auto journalists went a step 
further and dismissed the car as “inelegant,” “lumpy,” and “ugly.” 
Clearly, the VW did not meet these male observers’ aesthetic ex¬ 
pectations. Beauty, however, lies in the eye of the beholder, and 
numerous drivers of both sexes begged to differ. Referring to its 
rotund shape, they immediately saw in the vehicle a “little lady- 
bug” whose “beetle-back” silhouette lent it a likable appearance. 
In the United States, the Volkswagen’s commercial ascent de¬ 
pended in equal measure on its striking shape and its solid 
engineering. 2 

VW’s rise to international player profited immensely from a 
severe global shortage of vehicles in the first two decades after 
World War II. As a result of war-related destruction, military req¬ 
uisitioning, and the closure of civilian markets during the war, car 
ownership in all industrial nations had fallen to lower levels in 
1945 than in the late thirties. Automakers stood to benefit from 
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pent-up demand that, with the onset of the boom coinciding 
with the Korean War in the early fifties, led to a surge in orders 
far outstripping existing production capacities and creating a 
classical sellers’ market. Throughout the fifties, the main chal¬ 
lenge for the European motor industry was not so much to per¬ 
suade consumers to buy new cars; rather it was to produce new 
cars in sufficient numbers. Boisterous demand remained an in¬ 
ternational phenomenon well into the sixties because the Gen¬ 
eral Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, which established a new 
framework for postwar international trade, sustained the boom 
through negotiations lowering barriers for international com¬ 
modity exchanges. As the postwar years provided ample oppor¬ 
tunities for car exporters, Volkswagen was particularly well po¬ 
sitioned to take advantage of the favorable conditions. Although 
it paid its employees generously by West German standards, its 
wage bill was far lower throughout the fifties than that of its 
Western European and, especially, American competitors. In con¬ 
junction with the productivity increases resulting from the com¬ 
pany’s investment in automation, VW’s comparatively modest 
labor costs allowed it to offer a quality vehicle at a remarkably 
low price by international standards. 

The strong international sales that established Volkswagen as 
one of the Federal Republic’s premier global concerns left a pro¬ 
found imprint on the vehicle itself. Although the car that was on 
offer at home and abroad was largely identical in technical re¬ 
spects, it underwent a broad range of permutations in the wider 
world. As an export hit, the Volkswagen developed into one of 
the transnational commodities that “are constituted in the move¬ 
ment between places, sites, and regions .” 3 In cultural terms, the 
Beetle’s entry into the world market entailed numerous recon- 
textualizations that lent the vehicle new meanings it did not pos¬ 
sess in its homeland. When foreigners beheld a Volkswagen, they 
saw a car that frequently differed fundamentally from the one 
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West Germans beheld. As with the Volkswagen that Sports Il¬ 
lustrated plucked from the road and placed in aquatic surround¬ 
ings, the car often displayed an uncanny ability to take to some 
national habitats, while in others it barely stayed afloat. Large 
sums were at stake in the games of cultural adaptation that de¬ 
termined whether this commodity managed to gain a foothold in 
export destinations. The VW owed its international appeal to 
corporate initiatives as much as to protracted processes of con¬ 
sumer reception and appropriation that reshaped its meanings in 
surprising and at times lasting ways. 

While the company retailed its most famous product in doz¬ 
ens of countries, two select examples reveal the contrasting com¬ 
mercial and cultural fortunes of the Beetle. In the United King¬ 
dom, which had played a seminal part in the plant’s postwar 
survival, the VW remained a marginal commodity, a circumstance 
that highlights the car’s limited success in European nations with 
strong domestic auto industries. Meanwhile, in the United States, 
the Volkswagen turned into a spectacular, long-running sales hit. 
This prestigious transatlantic success crucially contributed to the 
company’s prosperity, attracted considerable attention at home, 
and played a major role in turning the Volkswagen into a global 
icon. What, then, happened when the “German miracle’s favor¬ 
ite child” left home? 

Nordhoff lost no time positioning Volkswagen as a company 
with an international customer base. Having already launched 
foreign sales on a small scale during the occupation period, VW 
rapidly expanded its international operations in the early fifties. 
Bearing in mind Germany’s traditionally underdeveloped do¬ 
mestic car market as well as the Federal Republic’s emasculated 
economy, Nordhoff was convinced that securing customers 
abroad was a vital affair. “A factory of this size,” he explained to 
VW’s advisory board in 1951, “cannot stand exclusively on a 
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single leg alone that is as unstable and unreliable as the home 
market.” The export business ranked highly among Nordhoff’s 
personal priorities, prompting him to undertake several lengthy 
trips across the world with the aim of acquiring firsthand knowl¬ 
edge of international sales territories from 1949 on. Although 
foreign sales initially returned no profits, since the company had 
to introduce its car to markets abroad at a price barely covering 
production costs, Nordhoff insisted on taking a long-term view 
so as to gain terrain from competitors. While seeking to boost 
exports, the general director did not pursue a carefully planned 
strategy but pragmatically seized opportunities as they presented 
themselves, often relying on personal contacts with Germans 
who lived abroad. 4 

As a result, Volkswagen quickly developed into a car company 
that paid exceptionally strong attention to foreign markets. By 
1952, Wolfsburg already shipped cars to forty-six countries in 
Africa, South and North America, and Europe, selling 47,000 
automobiles, or one-third of its annual output, abroad. As early 
as 1955, the company was retailing more vehicles abroad 
(177,657) than at home (150,397). Over the next years, exports 
remained at the heart of VW’s expansion, and it shipped over 
620,000 cars, or more than 55 percent of its annual output, to 
destinations beyond West Germany in 1963. Volkswagen’s ex¬ 
port ratio reached far higher levels than those of other leading 
West German companies at the time. Krupp, the engineering 
conglomerate that abandoned arms manufacturing after the war 
to concentrate on civilian projects, sold 15 percent of its produc¬ 
tion abroad in 1954. In short, Volkswagen was at the apex of 
West Germany’s export companies. 5 

With its orientation toward global markets, the company 
headquartered in Wolfsburg threw into sharp relief the central 
part exports played in the Federal Republic’s wider dynamic re¬ 
covery. Having posted its first trade surplus as early as 1951, the 
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Federal Republic witnessed a rise in the contribution of foreign 
trade to GDP from 9 percent in 1950 to 19 percent in 1960. Al¬ 
though the West German press did not call its homeland an “ex¬ 
port world champion” before the 1980s, Volkswagen’s expand¬ 
ing foreign operations highlighted impressively that the Federal 
Republic was not merely turning into a car-producing country, 
but a car-exporting country. Nonetheless, VW’s foreign activities 
did not mirror West Germany’s place in the international econ¬ 
omy in a straightforward manner. In particular, Volkswagen dif¬ 
fered in terms of its market structure. While most West German 
exporters concentrated their foreign trade on Western Europe as 
European integration gathered momentum in the second half 
of the fifties, Volkswagen expanded most rapidly in the United 
States. 6 

Initially, however, the lion’s share of sales was concentrated in 
a small number of European countries. Before American sales 
took off in the mid-fifties, more than half of Volkswagen’s ex¬ 
ports went to Sweden, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Belgium, 
Denmark, and Austria, all countries that either lacked a car in¬ 
dustry of their own or featured only a small domestic auto sec¬ 
tor. Meanwhile, VW’s efforts to gain a foothold in Western Euro¬ 
pean nations with strong, established auto manufacturers hit a 
brick wall because governments in those countries shielded pro¬ 
ducers at home from foreign competition. In Great Britain, France, 
and Italy, protectionist policies largely prevented the import of 
Volkswagens. Like other Western European states, Great Britain 
imposed steep tariffs on import vehicles until the second half of 
the sixties. As a result, the VW did not achieve a prominent road 
presence in the country that had played a central role in securing 
its survival into the postwar world. Volkswagen began selling its 
main product in the United Kingdom in 1953, but the company’s 
share still stood at less than 1 percent a decade later. Nonetheless, 
the Volkswagen attracted considerable media attention in Great 
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Britain during the fifties and early sixties because it appeared to 
encapsulate telling contrasts between West Germany’s and Great 
Britain’s postwar economic fortunes. 7 

After World War II, British car manufacturers counted among 
the first to take advantage of international demand for automo¬ 
biles. Raising annual production from roughly 219,000 to 523,000 
vehicles between 1946 and 1950, British firms sold no less than 
75 percent of their output abroad and, with a 52 percent share 
of global automobile exports, briefly dominated the interna¬ 
tional trade in motor vehicles. This success, however, did not in¬ 
spire confidence among the British public, since the car indus¬ 
try’s exports unfolded amid alarming signals of the United 
Kingdom’s eroding global economic and political stature. Britain 
had emerged from the war with heavy financial obligations to 
the United States, and servicing a massive international debt 
counted among the British government’s priorities. In this con¬ 
text, the drive to export cars formed a central plank in London’s 
international economic strategy to earn foreign currency, reflect¬ 
ing less the UK’s strength than its straitened finances after the 
war. Beyond the diminished international economic position, the 
independence of India and Pakistan in 1947 shone a stark light 
on the increasingly shaky foundations of Britain’s worldwide 
political role. At home, the sacrifices and deprivations of the war 
had lent urgency to calls to recast society along more equitable 
lines through state intervention in the form of welfare initiatives 
such as the foundation of the National Health Service in 1948. 
Nothing, however, threw the economic strictures of financial re¬ 
covery and social reconstruction into sharper relief than the ex¬ 
tensive rationing regime that remained in place for almost a decade 
after 1945. Food rationing, for example, ended in the United 
Kingdom only in 1954, long after Continental countries had aban¬ 
doned similar schemes. In short, both domestic and international 
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developments highlighted the fragility of Britain’s status as a 
global power. 8 

Many Britons registered West Germany’s economic resurgence 
with misgivings. Numerous British observers looked on with 
disbelief as the country that had started and lost World War II 
achieved an economic recovery that appeared to surpass their 
own. Economic development in the Federal Republic reinforced 
long-standing British concerns about German industry that dated 
back to the late nineteenth century when Germany had first 
challenged Britain’s status as the “workshop of the world.” In 
1887, amid early fears of national decline, British legislators had 
passed a law that required German industrial products on sale in 
the United Kingdom to be labeled as “made in Germany.” Moti¬ 
vated by hopes that this measure would stigmatize import com¬ 
modities, the measure backfired as customers increasingly came 
to appreciate the workmanship of German manufactured goods, 
gradually turning the phrase into a marker of quality. In light of 
long-standing Anglo-German commercial rivalry, the fact that 
vehicles “Made in West Germany” emerged as serious competi¬ 
tors in export markets struck numerous British commentators as 
one of history’s ironies. 9 

The British press followed with growing concern Volkswagen’s 
efforts to boost exports. When, owing to the VW’s increasing 
popularity across the Atlantic, the German car industry outsold 
British firms in the United States for the first time in 1954, Brit¬ 
ish observers strove to identify the reasons for the German car’s 
appeal among customers. Road tests revealed that, despite its 
prewar design, the VW offered a convincing choice for drivers 
seeking a small vehicle of high quality with low maintenance 
costs at an attractive price. Residents in the British empire were 
impressed by the VW’s durability in heavy terrain. A Briton from 
colonial Tanganyika (present-day Tanzania) praised his used 
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Volkswagen for its ability “to stand up to our [bumpy] roads.. . . 
I’m so happy about the car I intend to buy a new one when I am 
on home leave this year.” Beyond its undisputed mechanical 
qualities and its economy, the Beetle possessed an intangible 
charm. The author of a dispassionate test report found that it 
“grows on one.. .. There is something pleasantly deceptive about 
the manner in which the Volkswagen cruises along at whatever 
speed . . . the driver wishes.” The Beetle, then, recommended 
itself to customers in search of an alluringly unpretentious 
product. 10 

Yet it was not the product alone that was responsible for 
Volkswagen’s success. A journalist returning from a tour of “the 
European markets” in 1956 was struck by the German concern’s 
dynamism: “The drive and enthusiasm at the top of the organi¬ 
zation has been communicated in a striking way to the distribu¬ 
tors and dealers,” resulting in an aura “of invincibility” that re¬ 
minded him of the nimbus “which surrounded the early successes 
of Rommel in the African desert.” This energetic entrepreneurial 
culture manifested itself tangibly in VW’s exemplary service or¬ 
ganization, whose members were contractually required to 
maintain an extensive stock of spare parts for repairs performed 
at fixed prices. In British accounts of the company’s success, the 
service organization featured prominently, since most VW owners 
were people of modest means for whom “the offer of swift, cheap 
and easily available service anywhere in any country comes as 
the revelation of a new motoring age.” 11 

While Volkswagen’s main product and its service network im¬ 
pressed them, British commentators also pointed to the sup¬ 
posed errors and mistakes by British politicians and entrepre¬ 
neurs. VW’s resurgence “is surely proof of our short-sighted 
policy” immediately after the war, a reader of the Daily Telegraph 
railed in 1953. Rather than declare the factory in Wolfsburg 
“war booty” or dismantle it, the incensed writer continued, “we 
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installed British officials to reorganize the works, its production 
and finances,” thereby creating a threat to one of Britain’s most 
successful manufacturing sectors. Decisions of the British occu¬ 
pational authorities, as well as British companies’ subsequent 
failure to counter VW’s export offensive, allegedly revealed a 
“remarkable underestimation of Volkswagen’s potentialities,” 
another observer added. “British industry,” the Observer 
quipped, “after a sniff at the ‘beetle,’ turned its nose up.” Al¬ 
though it had done no such thing, British observers partly as¬ 
cribed VW’s success to British incompetence and negligence. 12 

In particular, critics charged the UK auto industry with a re¬ 
luctance to develop car models that matched the VW’s technical 
properties. One frustrated British resident of Nyasaland (present- 
day Malawi) claimed that cars made in the UK were too small 
and underpowered, lacked adequate suspensions, and could not 
cope with dusty conditions. The absence of an equivalent to the 
Volkswagen struck observers as symptomatic of the “arrogance” 
and “complacency” that supposedly characterized British manu¬ 
facturers. An interview with a disconcerted dealer retailing Brit¬ 
ish cars in continental Europe yielded an exasperated litany of 
complaints that began with delays in spare part deliveries, moved 
on to inflated prices, and concluded with a general disregard of 
the market: “You take so little trouble to study the Continental 
market that even the door locks are on the wrong side of the car, 
and you still print your catalogues and instruction books only in 
English.” 13 

Mounting discontent led some British drivers to abandon do¬ 
mestic brands, opting for the small vehicle from Wolfsburg de¬ 
spite its compromised origins. When VW began to sell its main 
product in small numbers in the UK in 1953, the conservative 
Daily Mail announced the VW’s arrival in Britain with a charac¬ 
teristic headline: “Hitler’s People’s Car Is Here.” As a result of 
the car’s roots in the Third Reich, Beetle owners in the United 
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Kingdom and the British empire felt under strong pressure to 
justify their automotive choice and defend their patriotic creden¬ 
tials in the fifties. “I would have preferred to buy a British car, 
but on a ‘short list’ of five, none of the other four had the good 
points of the VW,” one convert assured his compatriots. Anti- 
German suspicions remained a staple in connection with the 
Beetle into the early sixties, as the following letter to the editor 
of a car magazine reveals. “I do not entirely support the conten¬ 
tion that the only thing wrong with the Volkswagen is that it is 
not British, but this for many people must be its main draw¬ 
back.” The car gained customers in the British market despite its 
national and historical background, and some British owners 
lamented what one driver called “the constant denigration of the 
Volkswagen.” They argued that, rather than the customers buy¬ 
ing a Volkswagen, it was British car manufacturers incapable of 
developing a worthy competitor that failed their patriotic duty. 14 

Irrespective of its marginal share in British markets, commen¬ 
tators in the UK identified the Volkswagen as a serious competi¬ 
tor to their country’s auto industry. As the fragility of Great 
Britain’s global position gave rise to fears of decline, the German 
vehicle threw into sharp relief not only the Federal Republic’s 
economic resurgence but drew public attention to the supposed 
inadequacies of British efforts to maintain a leading role in the 
postwar international economy. In fifties Britain, the VW remained 
very much a competitor from a foreign country, commanding 
respect for its technical accomplishments but also failing to 
shake off its stigmatizing birthmark. 

American drivers, who first gained the chance to buy a Volks¬ 
wagen in 1950, welcomed the car with far more enthusiasm. 
From the mid-fifties, the United States emerged as Volkswagen’s 
most important and most lucrative export market by a wide 
margin. Commercial success in America played a key role in es- 
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tablishing Volkswagen as a global automotive player. American 
drivers’ affection left a significant mark on the car. Transferring 
the automobile made in Wolfsburg to an environment domi¬ 
nated by far larger and more highly powered cars placed the 
German car in a new context, prompting a major and protracted 
metamorphosis in the VW. Although the vehicles sold in the 
United States and in West Germany possessed by and large iden¬ 
tical technical characteristics, the VW acquired a new identity in 
the United States that it did not possess in its homeland. While 
the VW remained a “Volkswagen” in everyday West German 
speech until the mid-sixties, the vehicle immediately morphed 
into a “Bug” or a “Beetle” in the United States. Its technical fea¬ 
tures, its size, and its unusual shape set the German car apart 
from virtually all American vehicles. In West Germany, the VW 
set the automotive standards, but in the United States it func¬ 
tioned as a profoundly unorthodox product. 

At the beginning of the fifties, the car’s success in the United 
States was anything but a foregone conclusion. When Heinrich 
Nordhoff returned from a visit to the New York car show in 
1949, he was under no illusions about the obstacles faced by any 
European auto company that wished to establish a sales pres¬ 
ence in United States. In addition to the logistical complications 
of maintaining an effective network of service stations in a na¬ 
tion of continental proportions, breaking into the world’s largest 
and most advanced car market dominated by the extravagantly 
wealthy “Big Three” seemed like an unrealistic prospect for a 
company that possessed no production record. “Exporting cars 
to America is like carrying beer to Bavaria,” the general director 
feared. Nonetheless, the United States became VW’s most impor¬ 
tant single foreign market, attracting 120,422 VW sales in 1959 
and peaking at 563,522 VWs in 1968, when the company 
shipped no less than 40 percent of its production to the United 
States. 15 
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Although the 28,907 VWs sold across the Atlantic in 1955 
amounted to far less than a 1 percent share of the American car 
market that year, mainstream publications including the New 
York Times, Business Week, and the Nation devoted detailed 
articles full of praise for the West German vehicle that year. “The 
Volkswagen enjoys a glowing reputation for stamina,” Business 
Week found. Time and again, owners praised this feature, noting 
the car’s ability to traverse waterlogged fords “during unusually 
heavy rains,” to climb “bunch-grass hillside[s] . .. with deep cow 
trails that. .. even stumped four-wheel drive vehicles,” and to 
“grip the road like a determined ant.” Its reliability and its com¬ 
mendable driving characteristics reflected the Volkswagen’s high 
technical standards. “Everything about this car is top notch. 
Those Germans are real craftsmen,” stated an early VW fan. 
That VW offered this vehicle at the comparatively modest price 
of $1,495 enhanced its appeal, as did its advantageous rates of 
depreciation and fuel consumption. In 1956, over two-thirds 
of drivers surveyed by Popular Mechanics named “cheapness of 
operation” as the VW’s “best-liked feature.” Volkswagen had 
entered the world’s leading auto market with a reliable and af¬ 
fordable quality product. 16 

After decades of austerity caused first by the Depression and 
prolonged by the Second World War, the fifties turned into a 
“golden age of the American automobile” that saw car registra¬ 
tions jump from 25.8 million in 1945 to 52.1 million in 1955. 
Lifestyle changes underpinned demand for cars. As the postwar 
suburban population grew by 43 percent between 1947 and 1953, 
daily routines, not least those of women who wished to visit the 
new suburban shopping malls and plazas, increasingly relied on 
access to individual transport. The car and the housing booms 
were intimately linked, with average individual expenditure on 
these items tripling in real terms between 1941 and 1961. By the 
end of the fifties, 40 percent of American drivers were female—a 
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far higher proportion than anywhere in Western Europe. As a 
dealer told a journalist investigating why Americans bought 
Volkswagens in 1955, the car “‘was just the thing for the wife to 
run around town in.’ Two-car suburbia is where Volkswagen 
has made its biggest inroads.” Market surveys from the fifties 
and early sixties also revealed that, while over 60 percent of 
Beetles registered in the United States served as second cars, 
about two-thirds of the customers who signed a purchase con¬ 
tract in a dealership had attended college. In short, Volkswagen 
attracted a foothold among the materially secure, white middle 
class whose members made up the bulk of suburbanites in the 
fifties. 17 

Many drivers undoubtedly chose a Volkswagen for practical 
reasons, but from the outset the Beetle’s appeal transcended 
its immediate use value. VW owners self-confidently displayed 
their vehicles, and not only as practical quality products. Many 
drivers established a deep emotional attachment to their new, 
small possession—behavior that took observers by surprise. To 
be sure, car ownership in fifties America frequently created 
highly personal bonds between man and machine, not least be¬ 
cause many sizable vehicles served as prominent status symbols. 
Yet this small, modest, relatively inexpensive German car did 
not function as a conventional status symbol. Rather, this auto¬ 
mobile possessed a charm that cast a uniquely enchanting spell 
over drivers, leaving them infatuated with an inanimate object 
whose shape contrasted sharply with America’s automotive 
mainstream. 

“Owning a VW Is Like Being in Love,” Popular Mechanics 
titled an article in 1956 after readers had responded to a poll 
in “the most enthusiastic” manner “ever.” Drivers’ “replies are 
unbelievable. These owners have actually fallen in love with a 
car.” The car conveyed none of the aggressiveness widely asso¬ 
ciated with the Nazi regime to which it owed its existence. On 
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the contrary, people found it “real cute,” comparing its form to a 
“bug” or a “ladybug.” From the early fifties, the VW’s American 
appeal derived from its unusual shape. Nicknames also testify to 
how much VW owners cherished their vehicles. Upon complet¬ 
ing a lengthy trip in 1955, one female driver simply christened 
her car with the German words for “little love” (kleine Liebe). 
Indeed, Americans welcomed the VW as a lovable material ob¬ 
ject with innocent, childlike traits. Women drivers took the lead 
in ascribing an endearing aura to the Volkswagen, casting the car 
as an object soliciting female impulses of care and devotion. Al¬ 
though they did not feminize the car in outright terms, the prom¬ 
inence of female drivers among early VW fans underlined the 
unthreatening and friendly air that surrounded the car. Women 
handled this car with enthusiasm and self-confidence. “I’ll try any¬ 
thing in the ‘bug.’ It lets me be boss when I’m behind the wheel,” 
explained one “Ohio housewife” in her declaration of love for 
the Volkswagen. 18 

The appeal of the “Bug” in America derived not only from its 
unique shape but was also directly linked to its size. While West 
German drivers praised the car for its reliability, Americans were 
far more likely to draw attention to its diminutive proportions, 
as the anecdotes of a woman who drove a VW from New York 
City to Florida for her winter break in 1955 bear out. The sound 
of the vehicle’s air-cooled back engine was a technical trait that 
caught the driver’s attention, reminding her not of a solid piece 
of automotive engineering but of a “hard-worked sewing ma¬ 
chine.” In addition, she reported how the Volkswagen’s small 
dimensions elicited curiosity. When she checked into a hotel in 
Richmond, the “doorman asked: ‘Shall we unload her here, or 
will you take her to your room?’ ” while attendants in Savannah, 
who had cleaned the vehicle, refused payment because “they 
couldn’t charge for bathing a baby.” In West Germany, small 
vehicles dominated the car market, but in the United States, the 
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VW’s modest proportions struck drivers and observers as deeply 
unconventional. In fact, some Americans struggled to acknowl¬ 
edge it as a fully fledged automobile. 19 

The Volkswagen occupied a special place in the American au¬ 
tomotive landscape from the very beginning. Beyond its size and 
distinctive silhouette, the car’s air-cooled rear engine marked the 
VW as an unorthodox automobile in a country where Detroit’s 
increasingly large and expensive vehicles provided an overpower¬ 
ing technical and aesthetic backdrop. Commanding a 95 percent 
share of the 7.9 million sales of new cars in 1955, Detroit owed 
its dominance in the decade after World War II to ever more 
spectacular vehicles, whose average price rose from $2,200 to 
$2,940 in the first half of the fifties. By the middle of the decade, 
V-8 engines generating over 150 horsepower, automatic trans¬ 
missions, soft suspensions, and air conditioners counted among 
the standard features with which U.S. car manufacturers com¬ 
peted among themselves. In this context, the Volkswagen ap¬ 
peared as a positively harmless arrival that posed no significant 
threat to domestic producers. In fact, Detroit displayed supreme 
confidence in its own models. Unlike in Great Britain, where 
auto manufacturers called for protectionist measures, American 
car manufacturers counted among the most vocal industrial sup¬ 
porters of free trade, actively pushing for the reciprocal abolition 
of import tariffs. 20 

The new aesthetic that transformed the American automobile 
in a highly conspicuous manner during this decade indirectly 
added to the Volkswagen’s harmless appearance. U.S. manufac¬ 
turers followed the lead of General Motors’ Cadillac range and 
introduced two-tone pastel paint jobs, ample chrome detailing, 
elongated bodies, and, most famously, tail fins. Detroit’s increas¬ 
ingly baroque creations, then, provided the lavish context that 
marked the small “Volks” with its rounded body and thirty-six- 
horsepower rear engine as a “cute” car. The VW’s charming and 
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unthreatening image was further enhanced because it posed no 
overt danger to the American auto industry. Retailing at a price 
much below that of average American cars, the “Bug” had en¬ 
tered the U.S. auto market as a niche product, a fact underlined 
by the high number of Americans using it as a second family ve¬ 
hicle. Its highly visible yet marginal position in the world’s lead¬ 
ing auto market, as well as its size and shape, stamped it em¬ 
phatically as a foreign, distinct, and unconventional object within 
America’s commodity landscape. 21 

As a matter of fact, a significant minority of Americans did 
not feel comfortable in the “monsters” that emerged from Mich¬ 
igan’s auto plants. A female Beetle owner claimed to be “scared 
to death to drive our full-size car.” Outright annoyance that U.S. 
manufacturers chose to ignore the small-car market provided a 
further motivation to buy a VW. “Ah, Detroit. They’re too com¬ 
placent; they may be missing the boat,” concluded a distributor 
of import vehicles. The author of an incandescent letter mailed 
to the New York Times Magazine in 1955 positively balked at 
Detroit’s offerings and characterized his decision to acquire a 
VW as a form of consumer protest: 

There is much more to the Volkswagen than the engineering that 
results in the ease of parking, driving, fuel economy, safety, and 
downright comfort, not to forget the workmanship. Even my syn¬ 
chromesh floor shift is far more satisfying and safer than all the 
super-hydra-dyno-automatic power gismos. I’ve owned them and I 
know. Until Detroit finds out what the lowly Volkswagen is all 
about, it won’t see another dollar of my money . 22 

The German company capitalized not only on demand for an 
affordable second car among the white, suburban middle class 
but also on growing disenchantment among American motorists 
about Detroit’s product policy. The Volkswagen’s success was 
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connected to a nascent, middle-class consumer reform move¬ 
ment that began to articulate itself in the mid-fifties and casti¬ 
gated conspicuous consumption as wasteful. While exuberant 
hedonism and colorful excess undoubtedly left a striking and 
joyful mark on American consumer culture in the fifties, econo¬ 
mizing had not disappeared. Thrift and prosperity were by no 
means mutually exclusive in American culture at the time, not 
least because notions of frugality survived from the Depression. 
Simultaneously, a new consumer ethos gained momentum in the 
second half of the decade, a growing scrutiny of the mechanisms 
through which big corporations allegedly manipulated consum¬ 
ers in what increasingly came to be known as the “affluent soci¬ 
ety.” Beyond John Kenneth Galbraith’s eponymous best seller 
from 1958, a host of writers and activists, including Vance Pack¬ 
ard and Ralph Nader, made names for themselves in an ongoing 
critique of contemporary capitalism in the United States. 23 

From early on, these critics trained their sights on Detroit. 
Beyond singling out body and engine size as well as purchase 
price, they denounced the annual model changes that made U.S. 
vehicles depreciate rapidly by rendering them stylistically obso¬ 
lete. Moreover, the widespread realization that many pricey con¬ 
sumer products, including American cars, had been designed in¬ 
tentionally to restrict their life span and were therefore “made to 
break” compounded accusations of calculated wastefulness. 
Next to the artificially ephemeral and costly automobiles from 
Detroit, the “Volks” looked more reliable not only because of its 
high quality but because of its unchanging appearance over the 

74 

years. 

Above all, Volkswagen attracted none of the charges of con¬ 
sumer manipulation that were often directed at the automobile 
industry amid growing suspicions about market research and 
advertising. That the public relations initiatives of American au¬ 
tomobile manufacturers became a target of consumer reformers 
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was hardly a coincidence. After all, no other company splashed 
out as generously on Madison Avenue as General Motors with 
its $162,499,248 advertising budget in 1956. Detroit’s promo¬ 
tional campaigns saturated the American media landscape, em¬ 
ploying celebrity endorsements, tightly choreographed launch 
ceremonies of annual models, corporate sponsorship of TV and 
radio shows, and countless ads in newspapers and magazines. 
Nothing appeared to demonstrate more glaringly the disingenu¬ 
ousness of Detroit’s hype than the $10 million advertising ex¬ 
travaganza that accompanied the introduction of the Edsel line 
in 1957, which Ford had to withdraw amid public ridicule within 
two years because of technical problems and an uncompetitive 
price policy. 25 

Next to such Hollywoodesque showmanship, the fact that 
Volkswagen expanded its sales while refraining from Detroit- 
like advertising for years underscored the car’s budding mys¬ 
tique. “An uncanny word-of-mouth campaign has helped raise 
sales,” found a journalist in 1956. “Each guy that buys one is 
good for another,” confirmed a Volkswagen dealer. Rather than 
Madison Avenue’s professionals, the consumers themselves 
spoke for this product, which appeared devoid of pretensions: 
“I love it because of what it is—a VW,” explained one driver. Ac¬ 
cording to Fortune magazine, the Volkswagen was that rarest 
of commodities: “an utterly honest car.” Put differently, where 
other cars were deemed to hold out empty promises, the VW 
struck drivers as a trustworthy object because it delivered what 
it pledged. 26 

Volkswagen’s early customers did not simply consist of white 
middle-class Americans in search of an affordable second car to 
complement their larger American-made vehicle. The German 
company capitalized on spreading disenchantment among middle- 
class motorists about Detroit’s product policy. Unlike in West 
Germany, where its low price, quality, and durability stood for a 
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new postwar normality, in the United States the Beetle’s charac¬ 
teristics lent it a profoundly unconventional air in a car culture 
dominated by size and showmanship. In a culture of ostentatious 
display, acquiring a small, inexpensive automobile, whose dis¬ 
tinctive shape neighbors were bound to notice in the driveway, 
amounted to an act of conspicuously inconspicuous consump¬ 
tion that demonstrated a driver’s eye for a reasonable product. 
Although the expanding suburbs attracted much hand-wringing 
commentary for their supposed social and cultural conformity, 
they provided an ideal environment to cast the Beetle as a marker 
of individuality. 

As much as it stood out, the Volkswagen did not strike Ameri¬ 
can drivers as altogether alien. To many observers the VW radiated 
a diffuse sense of historical familiarity—and not just because its 
rotund shape harked back to the streamlined automotive aesthet¬ 
ics of the thirties. More important, commentators penned arti¬ 
cles entitled “Herr Tin Lizzie” to praise the Volkswagen as “the 
postwar Model T” because its purchase price, technological sim¬ 
plicity, robustness, and economy reminded them of Ford’s auto¬ 
motive legend. For some Americans, then, the arrival of the Bee¬ 
tle resembled the return of earlier, more constrained forms of 
consumerism. 27 

The Volkswagen’s origins in the Third Reich, which were com¬ 
mon knowledge in the United States, did little to disturb its bud¬ 
ding reputation as an unconventional middle-class vehicle. That 
the VW constituted a failed Nazi prestige project facilitated its 
commercial success after the war because the car required far 
less denazification than would have been necessary had the Na¬ 
zis actually mass-produced it. While memories of the war in Eu¬ 
rope as well as of German atrocities persisted in the American 
public sphere, Volkswagen profited immeasurably from the re¬ 
cent incarnation of Germany as the Federal Republic that came 
to be seen as a Cold War ally. When the East-West confrontation 
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gathered momentum with the war in Korea, the Federal Repub¬ 
lic gradually emerged as a tightly supervised partner within the 
American-led alliance, not least because of West Germany’s and 
West Berlin’s strategic and symbolic location on the geopolitical 
fault line dividing Europe. 28 

The reassessment of West Germany as an ally was not re¬ 
stricted to American political and diplomatic circles; it took 
place in the media, too. The American press featured extensive 
coverage of the Federal Republic’s domestic political and eco¬ 
nomic consolidation process that underpinned the new country’s 
integration into the Western camp. In particular, American trav¬ 
elers were impressed by West Germany’s fast economic recovery. 
A writer for the New York Times Magazine attributed the Fed¬ 
eral Republic’s economic resurgence to a work ethic that he re¬ 
lated directly to West Germans’ failure to address their recent 
past directly. In this “indefatigably industrial society,” work of¬ 
fered “a nerve cure,” because, as he explained, “work is the post¬ 
war opiate. Work is less a means to an end than an end in itself.” 
A colleague writing for the same publication a few years later 
encountered the same phenomenon when he interviewed a trade 
unionist who confirmed that “we Germans live to work. Maybe 
we plunge into work as an escape from something.... I suppose 
it is a kind of escape, but we don’t know what from.” 29 

Whatever the doubts about West Germany’s democratic cre¬ 
dentials and its unwillingness to confront its recent past, American 
opinion makers openly admired the Federal Republic’s economy 
and the policies propounded by Economics Minister Ludwig 
Erhard. Time magazine considered “Germany’s rebirth ... the 
kind of economic miracle Americans can understand.” Accord¬ 
ing to this publication, the Federal Republic shone economically 
in contrast to Great Britain and France, both of which had na¬ 
tionalized core industries after the war: “At a time when other 
European nations were leaning towards socialism, Germany 
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plumped for free enterprise.... As a result, the free world is now 
blessed ... by its strongest bulwark against Communism.” The 
search for telling examples frequently took American journalists 
to the Volkswagen works, which struck them as “the pace-setter 
of West Germany’s industrial comeback,” as the New York Times 
Magazine put it in the mid-fifties. Rather than cast the compa¬ 
ny’s Third Reich roots as a thorny moral legacy, American re¬ 
ports from Wolfsburg treated VW’s past as a historical backdrop 
that accentuated the new nation’s postwar transformation along 
Western lines. 30 

Beaming a smile from the cover of Time as early as 1954, 
General Director Heinrich Nordhoff embodied the “Volkswagen 
miracle” and personified the country’s path to recovery. To begin 
with, his dedication to hard work struck American visitors as 
exemplary. When he took over at VW in 1948, Time recounted, 
“he moved a cot into one of the plant’s drafty, rat-ridden offices 
and started a seven-day week with only a few hours off for 
sleep.” Moreover, Nordhoff portrayed himself as a long-standing 
Americophile, who once had plans to move to the United States 
in the early thirties but instead joined Adam Opel Automobile 
Company, a General Motors affiliate. Nordhoff accepted the job 
of running the Volkswagen works in the British sector in 1948 
only when it became clear GM would not rehire him. “Herr 
Nordhoff, using his American know-how, reorganized the ad¬ 
ministration, production, inspection system, sales and the actual 
development of the Volkswagen car,” an interviewer summarized 
in the New York Times in 1958. Other reporters from the United 
States referred to Wolfsburg as “Dearborn-on-the-Luneburger- 
Heide,” or “Klein Amerika.” 31 

Press reports in the United States saw the Volkswagen corpo¬ 
ration as an indicator of Germany’s postwar recovery, whereby a 
former enemy became a Cold War ally that fit into a specifically 
American mold. It was not simply that Germany was turning 
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into a car society with large auto manufacturing sites reminding 
observers from the other side of the Atlantic of Michigan’s in¬ 
dustrial landscape. Placing the Beetle at the center of tales stress¬ 
ing the value of hard work to escape from deprivation also 
aligned Volkswagen and Wolfsburg with the motif of self-made 
success so prominent in American culture. Finally, the U.S. me¬ 
dia emphasized that the American business practices adopted at 
Volkswagen played a crucial part in making the plant in Wolfs¬ 
burg into a resounding commercial success. 32 

These articles assured American drivers that a Volkswagen 
qualified as a commodity made by a company that was run in 
accordance with American business principles and symbolized 
the Federal Republic’s economic transformation and integration 
into the Western Cold War camp. At the same time, the Volks¬ 
wagen’s likable aura enhanced increasingly positive coverage of 
West Germany in the American press. To be sure, no journalist 
went so far as to claim that the Volkswagen’s cuteness and un¬ 
conventionality reflected West German national characteristics. 
If Americans connected the VW with “typically” German na¬ 
tional traits, they did so by praising the vehicle as a quality prod¬ 
uct that reflected a devotion to craftsmanship and hard work. It 
was thus a combination of press coverage of a country in trans¬ 
formation along themes eminently familiar to Americans and the 
characteristics American drivers attributed to the Volkswagen 
that paved the way for the car’s rise in the United States. Since 
the American media ascribed both German and American quali¬ 
ties to the car, it gained prominence in the United States as an 
appealing foreign commodity with transnational traits embody¬ 
ing concerns of the early Cold War era. 

The Volkswagen’s appeal among white middle America in the 
first half of the fifties was indirectly enhanced by the circum¬ 
stance that, despite deep private misgivings, most Jewish Ameri¬ 
cans refrained from public criticism of commodities “made in 


Germany.” Drawing public attention to the Third Reich and the 
Holocaust, many American Jews reasoned at the time, would 
portray them as victims rather than as successful members of 
American society then gaining a place within the white middle 
class. Many Jewish Americans were concerned that the domestic 
media would view open criticism of West Germany as an attack 
on a new Cold War ally and thus expose the Jewish community 
to charges of unpatriotic behavior. Then, too, sections of the 
American Jewish community read the Federal Republic’s finan¬ 
cial support for Israel after 1952 as an encouraging indicator 
that West Germany was turning its back on its anti-Semitic past. 
The public silence Jewish Americans maintained on West Ger¬ 
man issues in the national media was an important precondition 
for Volkswagen’s commercial success in the fifties. 33 

The late fifties and early sixties, when new VW registrations 
rose from 120,442 (1959) to 240,143 (1963), provided a critical 
juncture for Volkswagen to expand its position in the American 
small-car market, raising its exports to the United States to one- 
fifth of Wolfsburg’s annual output. A short recession in the late 
1950s prompted more American drivers to switch to cheaper 
vehicles, increasing the market share of European import cars to 
over 12 percent in 1959. VW succeeded in profiting from this 
trend amid stiff competition. The “compact cars” retailing at 
around $2,250 that Detroit introduced in 1958 to win back cus¬ 
tomers posed no direct threat to the Beetle because of its lower 
price. Renault’s elegant Dauphine model, however, did. Heavily 
marketed, this French sedan with a thirty-horsepower engine 
and a price tag of about $1,350 climbed to second rank among 
import cars in the United States in 1959 and caused great con¬ 
cern in VW’s headquarters. 34 

VW defended its lead in part due to its superior dealership 
network that offered better service than its French competitor. 
Moreover, it relaunched its car with a stronger forty-horsepower 
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engine, as well as an improved transmission, in 1960. Through¬ 
out the sixties, Wolfsburg engineers continued to modify the 
VW by further increasing the vehicle’s horsepower to fifty-seven, 
expanding the size of windows to improve visibility, and intro¬ 
ducing new paint colors in keeping with fashion trends. At the 
same time, they preserved the unique shape and the reliable air¬ 
cooled rear engine that lent the car a distinctive presence on 
America’s roads. On the whole, the Volkswagen’s proliferation 
did not trigger widespread animosity because, unlike Japanese 
imports in the seventies and eighties, it remained aimed at a mar¬ 
ket segment in which Detroit showed no significant interest. 35 

Volkswagen’s service organization, its products’ persistent 
quality, and the Beetle’s comparatively low price explain the car’s 
continuing sales. What they fail to account for is the Beetle’s last¬ 
ing reputation as an unconventional vehicle. It owed this durable 
aura partly to a strategic decision the management took at the 
end of the fifties. As other small-car makers, including Renault, 
invested heavily in PR campaigns to present their products as 
viable alternatives to the German vehicle, Volkswagen was forced 
to assert itself through its own advertising initiatives. Hiring an 
agency, however, bore significant risks for VW, given the vehicle’s 
appeal among customers harboring suspicions about advertising 
in the first place. What Volkswagen needed was a promotional 
team that could square a circle by selling an unconventional 
product with a reputation for “honesty” to a clientele hostile to 
salesmanship and consumer manipulation. 

The business partnership that emerged from the account com¬ 
petition forged a seemingly unlikely alliance. As a firm founded 
by Jewish Americans, Doyle Dane Bernbach (DDB) at first sight 
made for an improbable candidate to promote a product with 
roots in the Third Reich. DDB bid for the VW account as an ex¬ 
panding medium-size agency that was securing a reputation for 
inventive campaigns. Already commanding an expanding client 
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list including Polaroid, Ohrbach’s department store, El A1 Air¬ 
lines, and the Israeli Tourist Office, the agency was keen to add a 
car to its portfolio because automotive advertising stood at the 
apex of the PR industry’s prestige scale. 36 If status consider¬ 
ations appear to have motivated DDB, Volkswagen opted for 
DDB because of a distinctive pitch that focused on the car’s tech¬ 
nical features and the service the dealerships offered. The em¬ 
phasis DDB placed on product details is likely to have convinced 
VW’s patriarchal boss Heinrich Nordhoff, who, like many among 
West Germany’s business elite, initially opposed advertising as 
a wasteful expenditure rather than regarding it as a necessary 
investment. 37 

The prize-winning promotional material DDB designed for its 
German client after 1959 played an important role in perpetuat¬ 
ing the Volkswagen’s standing. William Bernbach explained that 
a visit to Wolfsburg made him realize that his agency needed to 
build explicitly on the vehicle’s reputation as a trustworthy 
product: “Yes, this was an honest car. We had found our selling 
proposition,” he recalled. Bernbach was aware of the challenge 
faced by an initiative that employed commercial publicity to 
craft a product image around notions of honesty at a time of wide¬ 
spread distrust of advertising. In fact, a 1961 poll conducted by 
the trade paper Advertising Age in three wealthy suburban 
neighborhoods revealed that not a single one among eighty re¬ 
spondents was prepared to describe advertising executives as 
“honest.” 38 

To some extent, DDB succeeded in strengthening the Beetle’s 
reputation as a trustworthy product because the agency fash¬ 
ioned a distinctive stylistic approach that broke with many cus¬ 
toms on Madison Avenue. The agency’s campaigns for Volks¬ 
wagen, for instance, contrasted with the hyperbolic rhetoric of 
auto ads promising drivers “rocket engine action,” “turbo thrust,” 
and more. DDB instead addressed consumers in intentionally 


214 


The People's Car 


plain, folksy language. Moreover, it set itself apart from the ad 
industry’s visual conventions. Typical automobile promotions 
employed color layouts placing cars in attractive settings such as 
suburban streets or family situations to suggest benefits consum¬ 
ers could expect to derive from buying a particular vehicle. Early 
VW magazine ads, meanwhile, stuck to a spartan black-and- 
white scheme that showed little more than the photograph of a 
Volkswagen in front of a neutral bright backdrop. This idiosyn¬ 
cratic, self-consciously unpretentious style helped DDB detach 
its campaign from the much-criticized advertising mainstream 
with its reputation for consumer manipulation. As the campaign 
gathered pace, product and advertising style seemed to be in 
perfect synch, creating a commercial synergy from which both 
Volkswagen and DDB profited. 39 

Entitled “Think small,” an early and famous, award-winning 
DDB ad offers a good illustration of how the agency turned 
Madison Avenue’s unwritten rules on their head to drape the 
Beetle in “honesty.” While vehicles visually dominated the illus¬ 
trations of most car promotions, setting a VW off-center at a 
medium distance downplayed the product’s presence in the ad 
and thus underlined the theme of modesty implied in the tagline. 
The opening sentence succinctly set the tone by playing on the 
dual meaning of the claim that the “little” Volkswagen was no 
longer “a novelty,” thereby characterizing the Beetle as a serious 
commodity that was not viewed as a supposedly bizarre gim¬ 
mick but as an established quality product. To substantiate this 
assertion, the remaining text enumerated the advantages the VW 
owner reaped from driving “a little flivver.” High gas mileage, 
low oil consumption, “small repair bill[s],” “small insurance,” 
and “squeezing] into a small parking spot”—all counted among 
the small car’s advantages. Size mattered, the ad asserted, albeit 
in a manner diametrically opposed to the rhetoric of technical 
superlatives that shaped most other auto promotions at the time. 



This prize^inning advertisement recommends the Beetle as a vehicle for 
smart American consumers who had their own take on the phrase "size mat- 
ters .' Courtesy of Volkswagen Aktiengesellschaft. 
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The pitch concluded not with a direct purchase plea, but took up 
the ad’s opening by encouraging drivers to “think it over.” Allu¬ 
sions to the car’s history as a quality product, its technical char¬ 
acteristics, its economy, and appeals to consumer rationality—all 
these were to remain principal motifs of VW advertising through¬ 
out the sixties. 40 

The distinctive visual and rhetorical styles of DDB’s campaigns 
provide one explanation for their success. The ads’ deft use of 
humor and irony were another reason they retained their appeal 
for more than a decade. Many promotions caught the attention 
of doubtful consumers through counterintuitive, surprising, and 
downright funny ads like one from 1961 that featured a blank 
space where readers expected a photo of a VW. “We don’t have 
anything to show in our new models,” proclaimed the tagline, an 
allusion to the Volkswagen’s supposedly unchanging features. On 
the whole, DDB presented the “Bug” as an amusing, lovable, and 
curious automobile that signaled a driver’s eye for a reasonable, 
quality product in a materialistic society abounding with false 
promises. The agency’s strategy of taking consumers’ “skepticism 
into account and [making] it part of their ads’ discursive appara¬ 
tus,” as Thomas Frank has noted, enhanced the car’s reputation 
as a trustworthy consumer durable. 41 

DDB’s understated advertising campaigns not only aroused 
fewer suspicions than many other ad drives but also underlined 
the VW’s exceptional place on the U.S. auto scene. Nonetheless, 
despite their effectiveness, DDB’s ads did not singlehandedly trans¬ 
form the Beetle’s image from Nazi car into a “cool” and “hip” 
consumer good. Rather, the agency bundled relatively loose preex¬ 
isting associations and consolidated them into a coherent corpo¬ 
rate iconography. The car’s unconventionality, when compared 
with American vehicles, provided the starting point for DDB’s un¬ 
orthodox approach to advertising. By placing the car firmly in the 
historical present of the American sixties, DDB indirectly under- 
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lined the Volkswagen’s detachment from its Third Reich past. In 
the world of advertising, the consolidation of the VW’s reputation 
as a small, attractive, and unconventional quality product with an 
altogether unthreatening aura went hand in hand with the produc¬ 
tion of historical amnesia about the vehicle’s origins. 42 

Beyond DDB’s ad campaign, American drivers played crucial 
roles in accentuating the small car’s unusual reputation during 
the sixties. Volkswagen launched a quarterly magazine under the 
title Small World that reached a circulation of half a million in 
the middle of the decade, but corporate initiatives to strengthen 
customer loyalty and exert control over the vehicle’s image fre¬ 
quently struggled to keep up with many an owner’s resourceful¬ 
ness. 43 Because of its light weight, low purchase price, reliable 
engine, and sturdy frame, the VW came to be highly valued 
among Americans searching for an inexpensive automotive plat¬ 
form that lent itself to extensive reconfiguration in accordance 
with their wishes. The Volkswagen thus proved itself a flexible 
artifact that could be adapted to a range of lifestyles and subcul¬ 
tures. The products of these transformations, which often bore 
merely a faint resemblance to the vehicle that emerged from the 
factory in Wolfsburg, generated considerable surprise among 
contemporaries—including VW’s managers. These automotive 
reincarnations appeared unconventional not so much because 
they contrasted with the American mainstream but because they 
differed so fundamentally from the unchanging, plain “Bug,” ac¬ 
centuating instead the car’s versatility. Consumer appropriation 
lent the Volkswagen a new reputation as a Protean object that 
could undergo baffling transformations. 

The small car’s appearance in American racing circles during 
the sixties illustrates this development. On the expanding “hot 
rod” scene, for instance, the successes of customized Volks- 
wagens with high-powered engines attracted note. Moreover, a 
new variety of amateur circuit racing known as “Formula Vee,” 
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which featured vehicles with “a cigar-shaped body, roll bar and 
all. . . built around the components of the mass-produced Volks¬ 
wagen,” received national coverage from its inception in 1963 
and gathered a following of fifteen hundred amateur drivers 
within five years. In these competitive arenas, the VW gained a 
sporty note. 44 Some youth circles also opted for completely 
transformed versions of the VW. From the mid-sixties, colorfully 
painted Volkswagens with broad tires and shortened, frequently 
open-top bodies became a ubiquitous sight on Southern Califor¬ 
nia’s beaches, admired for their ability to drive through deep 
sand and tear around steep dunes. Depending on their specific 
technical modifications, these vehicles came to be known and 
revered as beach bugs, dune buggies, and Baja bugs. 45 

These fun cars for the beach placed the Volkswagen squarely in 
California’s surfer scene, which laid the foundation for the fa¬ 
mous, heavily marketed strand of sixties youth culture celebrating 
the outdoorsy, sporty, and informal hedonism of beach life. The 
VW bus, which Wolfsburg had developed as a transporter in the 
early fifties and featured a boxlike body over a modified “Beetle” 
chassis, proved particularly popular in surfing circles. For those 
who wished to spend a weekend by the beach, a surfer from the 
sixties recalled, the bus served as a “home away from home. You 
just got your things—a few clothes, your surfboard—and off you 
went. Many took out the seats in the back and put a mattress in 
the back to sleep on.” And the original Beetle developed strong 
appeal among young, mostly white middle-class drivers with ex¬ 
panding financial means. During the sixties, college students inte¬ 
grated the car into their pranks, for example, by organizing an 
“intercollegiate” sport called “Volks-tote” in which teams of con¬ 
testants carried a VW one hundred feet before piling into the ve¬ 
hicle and racing back to the starting line. 46 

If the Beetle’s involvement in fun and games integrated the car 
into hedonistic lifestyles and spare-time activities affirming con- 
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temporary cultures of affluence, young Americans embracing 
critical perspectives on material abundance and capitalism ad¬ 
opted the car, too. Members of the countercultural movements 
that sprang up during the sixties were drawn to the Volkswagen 
in part because they needed affordable rides. Irrespective of the 
high-minded seriousness and polemics of its political declara¬ 
tions, the counterculture contained numerous strands blending 
post-materialism and hedonism that manifested themselves 
vibrantly and noisily in a plethora of demonstrations, happen¬ 
ings, concerts, and festivals. The “Volks” and the VW microbus 
proved ideally suited to convey equipment and people to these 
events. These fans often came from the same white middle class 
whose members had flocked to the car during the fifties. By the 
late sixties, then, the Volkswagen had secured a following among 
those living comfortably in suburban affluence and the members 
of the counterculture who rebelled against suburbia as the epit¬ 
ome of conformity. 47 

Of course, the counterculture was predisposed to the Beetle 
because of its unconventional aura. In an environment that 
placed a high premium on inner self-cultivation, an automobile 
that, as an illustrator of underground cartoons pointed out, 
“stood out like a duck in a tiger’s cage” provided an ideal projec¬ 
tion surface for notions of individuality. Many youthful drivers 
played up this trait by painting their possessions colorfully with 
psychedelic swirls and daisies. 48 “Dropout” auto mechanic John 
Muir advanced the most widely disseminated countercultural 
interpretation in his manual entitled How to Keep Your Volks¬ 
wagen Alive (1970). With sales in excess of two million copies 
over the next three decades, this book addressed the sense of in¬ 
security plaguing most owners before and during car repairs 
through clear step-by-step instructions and lucid illustrations 
drawn in the style of underground cartoons. Most important, 
Muir’s narrative chose to frame the Volkswagen not as an alien, 
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complicated, and inanimate mechanical contraption, but as a liv¬ 
ing organism. To render the car approachable to his readership, 
he employed the rhetoric of Eastern spiritualism that enjoyed 
prominence in alternative circles, encouraging VW owners to 
tune into their car’s soul. “Your car is constantly telling your 
senses where it’s at: what it’s doing and what it needs,” he ex¬ 
plained. Conceding that “the idea of feeling about your car is a 
little strange,” he asserted that “herein lies the type of rapport 
which will bridge the communication gap between you and your 
transportation.” Muir, therefore, urged his readers to develop a 
sentient understanding of their automobile through empathy. 
“Feel with your car; use all of your receptive senses and when 
you find out what it needs, seek the operation out and perform it 
with love.. .. [Your car’s] Karma depends on your desire to 
make it and keep it—ALIVE.” 49 

In keeping with the idea of reciprocity at the core of notions 
of karma, whether the car worked or failed supposedly reflected 
its owner’s motivations and actions. Muir individualized the car 
by tying its performance to a proprietor’s character. As he argued 
that maintaining a Volkswagen required persistent investment in 
a reciprocal relationship for the benefit of both car and driver, 
Muir also went far beyond older interpretations casting the 
Volkswagen as an object of love. Supported by its ironic, humor¬ 
ous tone, the manual construed the Beetle as an object that, at 
least metaphorically, ran on nurturing emotions. Regardless of its 
spiritualistic rhetoric, however, this quirky interpretation remained 
predicated on the Beetle’s technical solidity. After all, only an 
artifact that could be trusted to function reliably held out the 
promise of repaying an owner’s affection. Here, then, was a car 
that could be fixed again and again, heeding calls against the 
throwaway society. Put differently, the Beetle’s technical charac¬ 
teristics directly supported its elevation into an icon of counter- 
cultural post-materialism. 50 
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Although the counterculture elicited passionate public conflict 
in the late sixties and early seventies, the Beetle’s prominence in 
alternative circles did not turn it into a contested object. Its air as 
a friendly and cute artifact did much to shield it from damaging 
polemics. Moreover, the counterculture never dominated the car’s 
public appearance, since the Volkswagen gained prominence in 
many other settings, including the white suburbs, apolitical cam¬ 
pus environments, the world of auto racing, and West Coast beach 
culture. Supported by sales that turned millions of American con¬ 
sumers into everyday Volkswagen drivers, the Beetle retained its 
reputation as an unconventional car into the 1960s as it came to 
be absorbed into vastly dissimilar cultural contexts. 

Nothing illustrates more poignantly how deeply the heteroge¬ 
neous process of appropriation rooted the Volkswagen as an 
icon of unconventionality in American culture than the 1969 hit 
movie The Love Bug. A 1969 Walt Disney production, it beat 
such classics as Midnight Cowboy and Easy Rider in box office 
receipts. The Love Bug assembled important elements that had 
shaped the car’s cultural profile over the previous decade: set 
both in sunny California and the world of auto racing, it told the 
adventures of a down-and-out driver who found love and im¬ 
probable competitive success thanks to an anthropomorphized 
Volkswagen named Herbie. As a movie critic put it, Herbie’s 
clever ability to defeat mechanically superior opponents lent the 
car a “personality” with “specific human credentials.” In fact, 
Herbie’s “philosophy” ran along reciprocal lines reminiscent of 
John Muir’s countercultural karmic motto. Rewarding friends 
with affection and punishing foes, Herbie enacted the maxim 
“Be nice to me and I’ll be nice to you,” as the press book ex¬ 
plained. The Love Bug decidedly did not cast Herbie as helpless, 
but nonetheless staged the Beetle as a small, lovable outsider and 
underdog. As it took up and reinforced some of the oldest motifs 
in American assessments of the Beetle, The Love Bug illustrates 
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that “this little foreign car” had traveled a long way in the United 
States by the late sixties. Unthreatening and much loved, the Volks¬ 
wagen became the cute Beetle that conveyed notions of individ¬ 
uality and unconventionality. 51 

The Volkswagen’s international progress quickly became a news 
item in West Germany. Given the car’s eminence as a symbol of 
the Federal Republic’s postwar recovery, its foreign good for¬ 
tunes were bound to arouse attention at home. Beyond scrutiniz¬ 
ing VW’s sales abroad as signals of West Germany’s return to the 
world market, the domestic media regarded the car as a sym¬ 
bolic messenger and an informal ambassador of their new coun¬ 
try in the wider world. A profound desire for international ac¬ 
ceptance, which was evident in diverse social and political arenas 
as the Bonn Republic strove to move beyond its status as an in¬ 
ternational pariah, fueled West German curiosity about the 
Volkswagen in foreign lands. Given the United States’ undisputed 
leadership in the West and the car’s soaring sales there, West 
German observers focused on the car in America, penning arti¬ 
cles that interpreted its transatlantic popularity as evidence of a 
new niche the Federal Republic was carving out for itself in the 
postwar international order. At the same time, VW’s American 
success reflected back to West Germany and reinforced the ve¬ 
hicle’s iconic status at home. 

West German writers were aware that Americans saw the 
Volkswagen as a very unusual automobile, registering with be¬ 
musement that, in the United States, the VW gave rise to various 
“cults and pranks” (Kult und Ulk), including its involvement in 
Formula Vee. The Federal Republic’s leading auto magazine 
directly attributed the car’s popularity in the United States to its 
status as a “fun second car, a college car, a car for fans as well as 
a much sought-after platform for tinkerers.” American owners, 
German readers learned, loved their vehicles regardless of nu- 
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merous mild taunts about its size and shape. As such, the Volks¬ 
wagen’s increasing presence on American roads and highways, 
visiting journalists noted, resulted from its ability to attract dis¬ 
cerning, self-confident customers. “These people know who they 
are. They do not need a big car to look like more than they are,” 
a German provincial paper found. This reading implied that the 
car appealed to self-assured customers supposedly devoid of sta¬ 
tus anxiety, the American middle class, or “the technical and 
cultural intelligentsia.” 52 

As German observers found, the VW’s reliability and quality, 
which had turned it into an emblem of national recovery at 
home, commanded respect among American customers, too. 
They repeatedly noted that Americans praised the car for its de¬ 
pendability and its low running and repair costs. These reports 
cast the car’s appeal in the United States in categories that were 
eminently familiar to German readers, implying that VW’s dedi¬ 
cation to hard work and high production standards offered a 
promising model for returning Germany to the international 
scene. A conservative journalist expressed this conviction suc¬ 
cinctly in the early sixties when he stated that the Beetle “revives 
the somewhat faded shine of the label ‘made in Germany.’ ” By 
arguing that that the Federal Republic owed its revival in world 
markets to a dedication to “quality work,” this line of reasoning 
took up a long-standing conviction about the foundations of 
Germany’s international economic strength. In the eyes of West 
German observers, the VW and its six-figure sales abroad illus¬ 
trated like few other products how an “export miracle” based on 
solid quality underpinned the domestic “economic miracle” and 
helped restore Germany’s ruined reputation abroad. 53 

While West German observers registered the Volkswagen’s 
American success with pride, a consciously sober, restrained 
tone permeated German coverage. The reserved reactions to the 
VW’s fame in the United States corresponded with the “style of 
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"Ahead of all others—the Volkswagen," reads the tagline of this ad from 
1 956. Placing the small Beetle in front of an impressive downtown skyline, 
VW celebrated the fact that the car was turning into a successful export com¬ 
modity not only in Western Europe but in the United States. Directed at a 
German audience, the ad highlights the pride the company took in gaining 
a foothold in the worlds most prestigious auto market. Courtesy of Volkswagen 
Aktiengesellschaft. 
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modesty” that Bonn’s diplomats had adopted since the fifties to 
leave the international world under no doubt that the Federal 
Republic rejected the violent power fantasies that fueled the Na¬ 
zis. To some extent, the VW’s image as a fun car counteracted 
Germany’s tainted international image. In fact, West Germany, 
contemporaries thought, could hardly have found a better infor¬ 
mal ambassador to the United States than the Volkswagen to il¬ 
lustrate the country’s transformation—a deeply ironic stance, 
given the car’s origins. “The Beetle is a good German,” a glossy 
weekly stated in 1967 as it pondered the sympathies that greeted 
the car across the Atlantic. The VW’s commercial success set an 
example of a civil route to international recognition that differed 
fundamentally from the confrontational approaches that Ger¬ 
many’s leaders had pursued to disastrous effect in the first half of 
the twentieth century. 54 

While cherishing the Volkswagen as an altogether unthreaten¬ 
ing international ambassador, West German commentators read¬ 
ily accepted the Federal Republic’s subordinate position in the 
Western alliance when they pondered the car’s presence in the 
United States. Volkswagen’s advance as an export concern did 
not generate public statements of German industrial superiority 
or revanchist resurgence. Nordhoff personally intervened when 
he gained the impression that triumphalism reared its head 
abroad, because he feared that overt national assertiveness would 
damage the reputation of the Federal Republic and its compa¬ 
nies, thereby hurting sales. In the early sixties, some German 
visitors may have found that it was “no longer possible to imag¬ 
ine America’s roads without the Beetle,” but these voices need to 
be placed alongside the measured assessments of the Volks¬ 
wagen’s international profile that dominated West German cover¬ 
age. Marveling at the sight of several VWs speeding across Times 
Square on a summer evening in 1965, a German visitor re¬ 
minded himself that VW had a market share of only 3 percent in 
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the United States, although the company exported one-third of 
its production across the Atlantic. Despite the United States’ 
prime economic importance for VW, the article emphasized the 
Beetle’s status as a niche product across the Atlantic. Irrespective 
of domestic self-congratulation that the Federal Republic was 
establishing itself as an exporter and enjoyed a growing trade 
surplus, the German media acknowledged the undisputed West¬ 
ern leadership of the United States, and, in analogy to the VW’s 
secondary market position there, assigned a secondary role to 
the Federal Republic within the world economy. 55 

As the Volkswagen’s international success demonstrated to 
West German society the lucrative advantages of a circumscribed 
role in the wider world, the car’s American reputation as an un¬ 
conventional automobile left only minor traces on the car itself 
back home in Germany—despite a change in colloquial lan¬ 
guage that appears to suggest the opposite. From the mid-sixties, 
West Germans no longer referred to the car primarily as the 
“Volkswagen” or “VW” but increasingly called it Kafer, the Ger¬ 
man word for “beetle.” In fact, Volkswagen adopted “Kafer” as 
the car’s official name in its German publicity material in 1968. 
Taken in the year when the international counterculture stood at 
its peak, this decision, however, did not mean that the VW began 
to be viewed as an unconventional vehicle in its home country. 
To be sure, many a West German Kafer possessed a youthful ap¬ 
peal as growing numbers of young West Germans, who could 
afford their own small set of wheels in the second half of the 
sixties, opted for a Volkswagen. Numerous members of the Fed¬ 
eral Republic’s counterculture drove VWs, adorning them, like 
their American counterparts, with colorful pictorial composi¬ 
tions as well as anti-Vietnam War peace symbols. Nonetheless, 
these appropriations by rebellious youth did not transform the 
VW’s dominant domestic reputation from symbol of postwar 
normality into marker of unconventionality. 56 
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In the late sixties and early seventies, owning a "Kafer" allowed young Ger¬ 
mans to venture near and far during their holidays. This photo is a memento 
of a trip by a young engineer and his wife—a recently qualified medical 
doctor—that took them from northern Bavaria to Morocco. Photo courtesy of Gisela 
and Reinhold Lohberg, Weiher. 


The effect achieved by VW advertising campaigns in the Fed¬ 
eral Republic bears this out. Doyle Dane Bernbach, buoyed by 
its growing reputation in the United States, quickly expanded 
internationally and opened a West German branch in Dusseldorf 
in 1963. Rather than conceive its West German campaigns from 
scratch, DDB recycled much of its material designed on Madison 
Avenue, in many cases translating American ads literally into 
German. From 1963, most of the promotions for the Beetle that 
appeared in West German magazines and newspapers were direct 
imports from New York. The West German media immediately 
singled out these Madison Avenue products for their exceptional 
look as well as their ironic, humorous tone. German advertising 
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professionals also praised their unusual approach to marketing, 
awarding numerous prizes to DDB. 57 

Whatever their stylistic distinctiveness in a German context, 
however, these ads did little to lend the car an unconventional 
air. The characterization of the Volkswagen as an unpretentious, 
sturdy, economical, and reliable vehicle, which ran consistently 
through DDB’s material on both sides of the Atlantic, could not 
strike West Germans as surprising or unusual, because these very 
features had turned the Beetle and its mystique into a West Ger¬ 
man symbol of postwar normality. In the Federal Republic, 
DDB’s activities effectively enhanced the Volkswagen’s existing 
reputation as a dependable and normal automobile. First con¬ 
ceived in the head office in New York City in 1963, DDB’s most 
popular ad in Germany depicts a series of photographs of a 
Volkswagen disappearing toward the horizon beneath a head¬ 
line asking why customers bought “so many Volkswagens.” 
Among the “many reasons” the ad gave, “the most important” 
one was the car’s reliability, asserting that “it runs and runs and 
runs ...” Within a few years, this phrase had become a standing 
expression and entered everyday speech in West Germany. Re¬ 
gardless of its international sales and its reputation as an uncon¬ 
ventional automobile in the United States, in its home country 
the Kafer remained a token of postwar normality and stability 
throughout the sixties. 58 

In the fifties and the sixties, the VW’s stellar international sales 
hinged on the same qualities that turned this vehicle into West 
Germany’s most popular automobile by a wide margin. In addi¬ 
tion to the company’s service organization, the Volkswagen’s 
comparatively low price and running costs, as well as its quality 
and dependability, counted among its main draws in burgeoning 
auto markets across the world. The VW developed a prominent 
international profile not just in countries in which it attracted 


Worum werden so viele Volkswagen gekauft? 
Dafur gibt es viele Griinde. Das ist der wichtigsto: 



D«r VW loufl und laufl wnd louft wid ioufT 



First designed on Madison Avenue and subsequently translated into German, 
this ad claims that "so many" drivers buy a VW because "it runs and runs and 
runs . . The phrase quickly turned into a standing expression in everyday 
German. Courtesy of Volkswagen Aktiengeselischaft. 
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large numbers of customers but also in Western European na¬ 
tions like Great Britain, which protected their domestic auto in¬ 
dustries through high import tariffs. As the Volkswagen devel¬ 
oped into a global commodity, it gained international fame. At 
the same time, the car’s proliferation across the globe went hand 
in hand with major semantic transformations. 

Despite the Volkswagen’s negligible standing in the UK market, 
the British media regarded the VW as anything but a harmless, 
normal car. Against the background of Great Britain’s increasingly 
pressured position on the global political and economic scene and 
West Germany’s industrial resurgence, British commentators cast 
the Volkswagen as a serious challenger to the international promi¬ 
nence the UK auto industry enjoyed immediately after World War 
II. As Volkswagen gained market shares, the West German com¬ 
pany’s dynamism, British journalists argued, contrasted sharply 
with complacency among British car manufacturers, who, after 
initially underestimating the commercial potential of the former 
“people’s car,” failed to develop models with comparable eco¬ 
nomic clout. Although individual British drivers praised the Volks¬ 
wagen’s charming aura, the British press first and foremost viewed 
the car as a substantial competitor with a Nazi pedigree. 

While the VW’s origins in the Third Reich were common 
knowledge in the United States in the fifties, they did not dimin¬ 
ish its appeal across the Atlantic because Volkswagen and its 
product struck American observers as prime examples of West 
Germany’s successful postwar reconstruction under American 
auspices. The car recommended itself as an eminently reasonable 
commodity to white middle-class drivers of both sexes either in 
need of a second car or disenchanted with Detroit’s lavish and 
expensive offerings. Most important, in an automotive culture 
shaped by extravagantly large vehicles, the VW stood out as an 
appealing economical alternative that, with its sturdy engineering, 
diminutive proportions, and, crucially, its round shape, lacked 
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all menacing connotations and struck numerous observers as both 
“cute” and thoroughly unconventional. The Beetle extended its 
American reputation as an unusual automobile throughout the 
sixties, displaying a rare ability to fit into a bewildering range of 
social environments. By the late sixties, the Beetle had sunk deep 
roots into American popular culture. While proving itself an ex¬ 
ceptionally versatile commodity in the United States, the Volks¬ 
wagen nonetheless retained its solid notional core as an idiosyn¬ 
cratic commodity that allowed owners and drivers to project a 
sense of individualism. Commercial success in the United States 
allowed the Volkswagen to embark on an unusually long cultural 
journey in the course of which it gained lasting fame as an irrever¬ 
ent, uncontroversial, and much-loved icon of unconventionality. 

Focusing on the car’s American good fortunes, the West Ger¬ 
man press followed Volkswagen’s international success with inter¬ 
est. VW sales abroad did more than highlight the advantages of 
international economic success that gradually allowed the Federal 
Republic to view itself as a car exporter. Given the VW’s domestic 
symbolic salience, West Germans viewed the vehicle as their infor¬ 
mal ambassador that restored Germany’s battered reputation 
abroad. At home, contemporaries took pride in the Volkswagen’s 
warm reception by the West’s leading power but studiously avoided 
triumphant, nationalist overtones in celebrations of the car’s prom¬ 
inence in America. Observers from the Federal Republic noted the 
Volkswagen’s American appeal as an unusual car, but emphasized 
far more strongly that its foreign sales hinged on its quality. While 
growing numbers of West Germans embraced the vehicle’s Ameri¬ 
can nickname and relabeled the Volkswagen as the Kafer in the 
sixties, the car itself remained a synonym for dependability and 
solid engineering in the Federal Republic. 

Irrespective of its technical nature as a standardized, mass- 
produced object, the Volkswagen led numerous lives as an inter¬ 
national commodity—and not only because individual owners 
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regarded it as a personal possession. As a result of burgeoning 
global sales, it entered into different national cultures that left a 
deep semantic imprint on it. In Great Britain, the Volkswagen 
appeared as a competitor of infamous ancestry; in the United 
States, it emerged as the cute and unconventional Beetle; and in 
the Federal Republic, it continued as the quality vehicle signaling 
reliability. That West Germans viewed the Volkswagen as an au¬ 
tomobile that runs and runs and runs reflected its strong interna¬ 
tional sales throughout the sixties. Nonetheless, toward the de¬ 
cade’s end, more and more commentators at home and abroad 
noted problems in Wolfsburg and wondered whether the Beetle 
was beginning to run off the road. 


6 


"The Beetle Is Dead —Long Live the Beetle" 


In December 1971, Carl H. Hahn, VW’s head of sales, presented 
plans for major festivities marking the rapidly approaching day 
when the Beetle was scheduled to become the first car to replace 
Ford’s Model T as the world’s best-selling automobile. The man¬ 
ager, however, had misjudged the mood among his fellow board 
members. Citing cost considerations and fears of negative pub¬ 
licity, the executive board rejected Hahn’s proposals, and, in 
sharp contrast to the lavish celebrations that had highlighted 
production jubilees in the fifties, authorized nothing more than 
“press releases, a small press conference, and advertising initia¬ 
tives.” After the record-breaking vehicle had rolled off the as¬ 
sembly line in Wolfsburg in February 1972, Volkswagen, there¬ 
fore, treated the West German public not to an extravagant 
party but to an advertising spot whose upbeat message betrayed 
none of the executives’ reservations. Surrounded by an ecstatic 
crowd cheering as if it had just witnessed the triumphant finale 
of a nail-biting bout, the viewer saw a light-blue Beetle in a box¬ 
ing ring as the voiceover set in and informed the audience that 
“never in the history of the automobile has one car been pro¬ 
duced in such numbers.” Mimicking an excited sports commen- 
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tator, the spot went on to applaud the Beetle for having knocked 
out countless “tricky opponents,” thanks to its “refined tech¬ 
nique, indestructible conditioning, and unpretentious lifestyle.” 
As the camera glided over groups of dancing people, it briefly 
rested on the silhouette of a young African American strongly 
resembling Muhammad Ali before declaring the Beetle the un¬ 
disputed “champion of the world.” 1 

As it turned out, Volkswagen’s show of comparative modesty 
on the occasion of the Beetle’s remarkable jubilee in 1972 proved 
well advised. Two years after celebrating its longtime star product, 
the company headquartered in Wolfsburg resembled a punch- 
drunk giant, staggering about the commercial arena after post¬ 
ing unprecedented losses of hundreds of millions of deutsche 
marks. Making headlines not for profits and expansion but for 
deficits and layoffs, Volkswagen was suffering a dramatic rever¬ 
sal of fortune that many West Germans found deeply unsettling. 
Since VW’s troubles of the early seventies coincided with the 
onset of wider economic and social difficulties in the Federal 
Republic, news emanating from Wolfsburg signaled to anxious 
West German commentators that what Eric Hobsbawm has 
called the “golden age of capitalism” was coming to an end. 

West Germany’s novel economic problems derived from sev¬ 
eral overlapping causes. The 1971 collapse of the Bretton Woods 
system of fixed exchange rates hit the country’s exporters, in¬ 
cluding Volkswagen, hard, while the oil crisis of 1973 fueled in¬ 
flation. Exposing problems that had been building in numerous 
companies for several years, these external shocks triggered the 
return of substantial unemployment, which was to remain a per¬ 
sistent feature of West German society. While the highly subsi¬ 
dized mining and steel sectors proved particularly susceptible 
during the downturn of the mid-seventies, the workforce at car 
makers and electronics firms by no means escaped unscathed. 
Growing job insecurity in manufacturing provided a potent indi- 
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cator that West Germany was gradually transforming from the 
industrial society of the “economic miracle” into a service econ¬ 
omy, albeit one with a far more pronounced and successful man¬ 
ufacturing sector than other Western “postindustrial” nations, 
including the United States and Great Britain. 2 

Numerous industrial enterprises failed to extract themselves 
from problems that became virulent in the course of the seven¬ 
ties. Persistent difficulties could stem from a neglect of new 
managerial approaches, underinvestment in research and devel¬ 
opment, a reliance on dated production modes, fractious indus¬ 
trial relations, and an inability to take into account novel con¬ 
sumer wishes. Although Volkswagen managed to cope with the 
challenges of the middle of the decade, it owed its survival and 
future success to a painful, dramatic, and drawn-out process of 
adjustment. The managers in Wolfsburg had recognized before 
the seventies that they could no longer primarily rely on the 
Beetle. Devising a convincing entrepreneurial strategy for a new 
automotive landscape, however, required time, because VW’s 
search for an updated product range occurred in an inauspicious 
economic climate. At VW, a complicated period of corporate 
transition was exacerbated by the effects of the global recession 
of the early seventies. 3 

By that time, it was common knowledge that the Beetle had 
turned from Volkswagen’s source of strength into its Achilles 
heel. The firm’s troubles, numerous observers agreed, resulted 
primarily from depending for too long on the model that Ferdi¬ 
nand Porsche had designed in the thirties. As commentators 
worried that Volkswagen was running the risk of becoming a 
victim of its erstwhile success, the Beetle struck contemporaries 
as increasingly obsolescent. Nonetheless, the company’s difficul¬ 
ties did not undermine the affection with which contemporaries 
regarded the small car both at home and abroad. Although the 
Beetle was quickly evolving into a highly marginal commodity in 
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markets in which it had previously sold en masse, both West 
Germans and Americans continued to hold it in high regard. 

“Is the Volkswagen dated?” the weekly Stern, a West German 
magazine loosely modeled on Life, asked in 1957 in an article 
cataloging numerous deficiencies that allegedly plagued the car 
made in Wolfsburg. With its thirty-horsepower engine, the Volks¬ 
wagen, Stern argued, was woefully underpowered, leaving it 
with disappointing acceleration as well as an unsatisfactory top 
speed of seventy miles per hour. The VW, the publication contin¬ 
ued, offered little comfort for drivers and passengers, owing to a 
cramped interior, a loud engine, and a smelly, erratic heating 
system. Stern’s litany culminated in the charge that the Volks¬ 
wagen was difficult to handle and hence dangerous: its shape 
exposed it to crosswinds, while the engine’s location in the back 
accentuated a tendency to oversteer in corners. Small, slow, 
stinking, erratic, and unsafe—these were the epithets Stern at¬ 
tached to the car that shaped the Federal Republic’s auto culture 
like no other. 4 

Penned at the very moment the West German auto boom gath¬ 
ered momentum, the report in Stern was a calculated provoca¬ 
tion and produced a predictable result. In letters to the editor, 
VW owners dismissed the magazine’s criticism, instead drawing 
attention to its technical and commercial virtues, including its 
low price and running costs, its high quality, and its exceptional 
reliability. Although Stern ran into a solid wall of customer loy¬ 
alty in 1957, the issues it had broached would accompany the 
Volkswagen henceforth. Only two years later Der Spiegel em¬ 
ployed Stern’s headline as the title of an interview with Heinrich 
Nordhoff. In addition to reiterating the earlier technical charges, 
including the car’s “treacherous” tendency to oversteer, Der 
Spiegel maintained that the Volkswagen suffered from restricted 
luggage capacity, poor visibility, and higher fuel consumption 
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than the company admitted. On this occasion, the criticism of 
the VW produced a far more mixed mailbag. While no one 
faulted the car on overall economy and quality, several readers 
vented their frustrations at uncomfortable back seats, small win¬ 
dows, a malodorous heating system, and difficulties in crosswinds. 
By the late fifties, then, some consumers and journalists laid their 
finger on limitations in terms of size, speed, safety, and comfort 
that inhered in Ferdinand Porsche’s design. The Volkswagen dom¬ 
inated the domestic market and provided the undisputed symbol 
of West Germany’s postwar recovery, but it gradually attracted 
critical technical scrutiny. 5 

Although Nordhoff waved away suggestions of the Volks¬ 
wagen’s imminent obsolescence with demonstrative impatience, 
he took charges along these lines seriously. He was, he assured Der 
Spiegel, well aware of the grave problems that Ford had encoun¬ 
tered in the 1920s when drivers had tired of the Model T, thereby 
triggering a major crisis at Highland Park that cost the company 
its leadership in the United States. Ford, Nordhoff argued, had 
refused to modify the Model T despite customers’ complaints. 
To avoid replicating a similar slump in Wolfsburg, Nordhoff 
frequently ordered in-house engineers to redesign those aspects 
of the Beetle that attracted censure. Throughout the sixties, 
Volkswagen, for instance, enlarged the windows to improve vis¬ 
ibility, increased the volume of the baggage compartment, strove 
to enhance the performance of the heating system, and equipped 
the vehicle with more powerful brakes. In the mid-sixties, the 
company also introduced larger engines of 1.3 as well as 1.5 
liters, thereby raising capacity to forty-four horsepower and 
boosting acceleration as well as top speed. These technical modi¬ 
fications were accompanied by countless cosmetic changes to 
render the car visually attractive to an increasingly demanding 
customer base. While these changes undoubtedly helped secure 
clients, they could not overcome complaints about a lack of 
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space, the car’s tendency to oversteer, and its vulnerability in 
crosswinds. 6 

Since domestic demand remained robust and exports devel¬ 
oped dynamically until 1966, early complaints about the car’s 
limitations did not translate into falling sales. Into the mid-sixties, 
Nordhoff’s prime task consisted in managing the corporation’s 
growth. From 1962 to 1966, the number of VW workers and 
employees in West Germany rose from around 78,000 to over 
91,500, while annual output of the Beetle increased from 819,326 
to 988,533. When the company reported a net profit of DM300 
million in 1966, it produced almost 1.5 million automobiles in 
factories in Wolfsburg, Hanover, Braunschweig, Kassel, and Em- 
den, the latter a plant solely dedicated to the assembly of export 
vehicles for the United States. Since VW’s continued expansion 
occurred in a labor market characterized by a shortage of man¬ 
ual workers due to West Germany’s booming economy, the cor¬ 
poration followed the example set by other companies and began 
to hire so-called “guest workers” in 1962. Drawing on contacts 
Nordhoff had established with the Vatican during a private au¬ 
dience with Pope Pius XII, VW concentrated its recruitment ef¬ 
forts on Italy. In 1966, around six thousand Italians on tempo¬ 
rary contracts staffed lines in Wolfsburg. Expansion appeared to 
provide Wolfsburg’s omnipresent motif, not least after Volks¬ 
wagen had acquired Audi in 1965, already an established manu¬ 
facturer of high-end vehicles, to secure a foothold in a lucrative 
market segment. 7 

These impressive growth indicators hid the fact that Volks¬ 
wagen was entering into an economic environment for which it 
was ill equipped. Wolfsburg’s problems, which first manifested 
themselves in the second half of the sixties before reaching dra¬ 
matic proportions in the mid-seventies, did not stem from a single 
cause. Rather, gradual changes in West Germany’s automotive and 
consumer landscapes, as well as increasingly volatile economic 
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conditions, provided the context in which the company’s longtime 
strength—the Fordist mass production of a basic, highly stan¬ 
dardized, and reliable automobile—turned into a liability. In re¬ 
sponse to the new conditions, Volkswagen was forced to go 
through a painful process of reinvention between the mid-sixties 
and the mid-seventies that relegated the Beetle to the corporate 
margins. 

In the early sixties, Volkswagen’s West German competitors 
set out to challenge Wolfsburg’s lead by launching small cars di¬ 
rectly targeting VW’s core sales territory. First introduced in 
1962, new versions of Ford’s Taunus 12M and Opel’s Kadett pre¬ 
sented the most important newcomers. While these automobiles 
cost only marginally more than the Beetle with its price tag of 
around DM5,000, tests revealed that they compared favorably 
in several respects. With water-cooled front engines and slightly 
more horsepower than the Beetle, they offered better accelera¬ 
tion and higher top speeds while avoiding the susceptibility to 
crosswinds that plagued the vehicle made in Wolfsburg. In fact, 
the Opel received particular praise for offering a smooth ride. 
The Kadett and the 12M also boasted more-effective heating, 
better visibility, more-comfortable interiors, and larger trunks. 
In terms of fuel consumption, all three automobiles resembled 
each other. Only when it came to the workmanship that charac¬ 
terized the final product did the Volkswagen have an edge over 
the small Ford and Opel. Auto journalists came to the conclu¬ 
sion that, while by no means “sensational,” the newcomers pre¬ 
sented “serious competition for Volkswagen” because “every¬ 
thing about them makes sense.” 8 

As many drivers took to these and other new automotive ar¬ 
rivals, Volkswagen’s overall domestic market share fell from 45 
percent in 1960 to 33 percent in 1968 to 26 percent in 1972. To 
some extent, this downward curve reflects an adjustment from a 
position of exceptional dominance that VW had owed to the 
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absence of convincing competitors in its main market segment. 
With the appearance of the Ford Taunus 12M and the Opel 
Kadett, this unusual period came to an end. Nonetheless, com¬ 
petition in the small-car sector alone does not fully explain VW’s 
falling share. Changes in the national car market reflected wider 
trends in West German consumer society. Demand for new auto¬ 
mobiles underwent a major structural shift as a result of rising 
disposable incomes. While cars costing between DM4,100 and 
DM6,200 had attracted the largest number of sales in 1960, ve¬ 
hicles priced between DM6,200 and DM9,300 formed the cen¬ 
ter of commercial gravity in 1969. In the sixties, West German 
society made the transition from a small-car to a midsize car 
market. 9 

VW’s failure to develop a convincing model range that took 
full advantage of the new lucrative sales territory lay at the core 
of its problems. In 1961, Wolfsburg responded to calls for a mid¬ 
size model by presenting the Volkswagen 1500, but it proved of 
limited appeal. Costing around DM6,400, it had a chassis that 
owed much to the Beetle, as did its drive train with a 1.5-liter, 
forty-five-horsepower air-cooled rear engine. The 1500 avoided 
some of the Beetle’s weak points, running at higher top speeds, 
offering better visibility, and featuring a roomier interior, as well 
as a bigger luggage capacity. At the same time, its air-cooled rear 
engine was responsible for replicating some of the Beetle’s short¬ 
comings, including an erratic heating system, noisiness, and dif¬ 
ficulties in crosswinds. Despite respectable sales, the 1500’s share 
of domestic production did not rise above 16 percent in 1968. 
As a result, almost 70 percent of the passenger vehicles manufac¬ 
tured by VW in West Germany that year were still Beetles. The 
corporation thus remained heavily dependent on a small car de¬ 
signed in the 1930s, which, despite repeated alterations, was in¬ 
capable of penetrating the new, more profitable markets that 
came into existence in the sixties. 10 
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Marketing studies showed that the company’s narrow model 
range rendered it progressively difficult for VW to attract drivers 
in search of their first vehicle. Even more worrying in the long 
term, however, was the increasing number of West German car 
owners who wished to “trade up” to more powerful and comfort¬ 
able vehicles. Beetle owners shopping for more up-market auto¬ 
mobiles found that VW offered only one option. As a result, 
Volkswagen faced significant problems in retaining the loyalty 
of established Beetle drivers. Compared with Opel and Ford, 
brand loyalty rates for Volkswagen displayed unfavorable—and 
falling—levels in the second half of the sixties. 11 

As VW struggled with its customer base, the Beetle’s profit 
margins came under pressure. In part, VW’s bottom line eroded 
because the firm continued to pay workers West Germany’s high¬ 
est wages and benefits at a time when all sectors of society enjoyed 
substantial income rises. Many technical and cosmetic modifica¬ 
tions intended to keep the Beetle attractive also affected profit¬ 
ability. In 1968, for instance, the company wished to increase the 
trunk, but, as a manager recalled, “this undertaking required re¬ 
designing the front axle,” which in turn entailed investments in 
excess of DM100 million for new manufacturing technology. 
Rather than give VW an edge over Opel and Ford, the manager 
added, the company incurred this additional expense merely to 
compensate for a long-standing disadvantage vis-a-vis competi¬ 
tors. Since VW had to price its main product with an eye to the 
12M and the Kadett, it could not pass on to customers the full 
costs of modifications. 12 

Another commercial problem developed as a result of boom¬ 
ing exports to the United States. As Beetle sales jumped from 
232,550 to 423,008 in the United States from 1963 to 1968, sus¬ 
taining this momentum generated problems of its own. Although 
the Beetle experienced little effective competition in its niche, a 
more stringent regulatory environment, which emerged in the 
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second half of the sixties, placed new burdens on Volkswagen of 
America. In response to effective lobbying efforts by environ¬ 
mental and consumer activists, Congress passed a series of laws 
designed to reduce emissions, curb price-inflating business prac¬ 
tices, and enhance safety standards. To fulfill the new regulations, 
the Beetle had to be fitted with, among other things, a collapsible 
steering column to lower the risk of impalement injuries, stur¬ 
dier locks to prevent doors from opening in crashes, larger indi¬ 
cator lights, and an engine with an emission control system. All 
of this increased production costs. In 1967, for instance, VW 
was required to implement technical modifications costing 
around $200 per vehicle but could only raise the car’s retail price 
from $1,645 to $1,700. In short, in the second half of the sixties, 
Volkswagen of America’s profits eroded. 13 

Beyond generating financial pressures, VW’s American opera¬ 
tions exposed the company to significant reputational risks. 
American law required manufacturers to call back and fix free of 
charge entire production runs of vehicles affected by specific de¬ 
sign faults that potentially endangered drivers. The reputational 
damage of comprehensive product recalls far outweighed imme¬ 
diate financial burdens because the American media regularly 
covered these announcements in great detail. While American 
car makers were the first to fall foul of the new rules, Volks¬ 
wagen’s turn came in July 1966 when it had to call back almost 
two hundred thousand vehicles with problems in the front axle 
ball joints that could result in loss of steering control. Eighteen 
months later, forty-two thousand VWs needed modifications in 
the fastenings of the spare wheel. Media reports of these defi¬ 
ciencies not only weakened Volkswagen’s reputation as a pro¬ 
ducer of high-quality automobiles; they also played into the 
hands of consumer advocates who deemed the small German 
import a dangerous automobile that offered drivers insufficient 
protection in crashes. First articulated by consumer activist 
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Ralph Nader during a congressional hearing on auto safety in 
1966, this charge continued to hang over the American Beetle 
like a Damocles sword in the early seventies. 14 

As falling profits and safety concerns left Volkswagen in a risky 
position in the United States in the late sixties, the company be¬ 
came dependent on the U.S. market to an unprecedented degree. 
Selling almost 40 percent of its Beetles in the United States in 
1968, the company was largely sustained by its success in a sin¬ 
gle niche market for small automobiles. By then, VW’s poten¬ 
tially precarious position had become an open secret in the Fed¬ 
eral Republic. In fact, West German Finance Minister Franz 
Josef Straufi summarized the situation in Wolfsburg in a rhetori¬ 
cal question in 1967: “What happens if the Americans stop be¬ 
ing amused by the Beetle?” 15 

Straufi’s polemic resonated in the boardroom and beyond be¬ 
cause Volkswagen had experienced its first significant slump in 
1966. After more than one and a half decades of uninterrupted 
dynamic growth, the West German economy suffered a setback 
that year that led to a GDP contraction of 2.1 percent as well as 
a mild spike in inflation. This recession triggered deep anxiety in 
a population that took pride in the “economic miracle” but, as 
opinion polls showed, had not developed lasting trust in the new 
economic and political order. The public anxiety caused by the 
contraction resulted not only in a tortured debate about West 
Germany’s economic future but also in electoral gains of a na¬ 
tionalistic party on the far Right, which entered into the Hessian 
and Bavarian state legislatures in 1967. The Right’s political suc¬ 
cess, in turn, played a part in energizing the youthful, student-led 
Left, which took its activities to unparalleled levels that year. 
Amid a public climate of insecurity, economic and political con¬ 
flicts dominated the national agenda in 1967. 16 

At Volkswagen, the downturn laid bare difficulties that had 
been building up over the previous years. Domestic sales took a 
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hard hit, falling from almost 600,000 in 1965 to 370,000 two 
years later because apprehensive consumers decided against car 
purchases. This dramatic decline indicated that customers de¬ 
layed replacing older vehicles during an economically insecure 
period, a demand pattern typical of highly volatile auto markets 
that have moved beyond the phase of immediate mass motoriza¬ 
tion. In this new situation, executives at VW conducted discus¬ 
sions in an atmosphere crackling with tensions. Challenged by 
about two hundred thousand unsold cars in March 1967, the 
head of sales tried to defend himself by pointing out that Gen¬ 
eral Motors also struggled with unsold stocks in similar circum¬ 
stances. “In that case, why don’t you join General Motors?” 
Nordhoff snapped. As an internal review showed Volkswagen to 
be overstaffed by up to 30 percent, the executive board, dread¬ 
ing the blow mass layoffs would deliver to the company’s public 
image, put workers on short hours and took the unprecedented 
step of closing its German factories on forty-two workdays in 
the first half of 1967. “Where is the Volkswagen works headed?” 
Siiddeutsche Zeitung asked anxiously. 17 

VW’s immediate difficulties proved short-lived. After a Keynes¬ 
ian boost from the federal government had restored economic 
growth, West German customers returned and bought Beetles in 
their thousands. By November 1967, the executive board strug¬ 
gled to cope with enhanced rather than reduced demand, dis¬ 
cussing the need for additional hires to expand production ca¬ 
pacities. The recovery, however, did not lead to a return to the 
status quo at Volkswagen. The dramatic collapse of sales in the 
preceding year had demonstrated to executives, including Nord¬ 
hoff, that as the market demanded more pricey, better-equipped, 
and more-comfortable automobiles, Volkswagen had tied its for¬ 
tunes too closely to the Beetle. 18 

Were it to survive, VW needed to alter its business model fun¬ 
damentally. Already beyond the official retirement age and suf- 
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fering from health problems, Nordhoff died from a stroke in the 
spring of 1968. The baton passed to Kurt Lotz, a former general 
staff officer who had risen through the ranks at the electrical 
engineering firm Brown Boveri. To modernize the company, the 
new CEO initiated a host of measures, including the profession¬ 
alization of Volkswagen’s business administration through elec¬ 
tronic data processing, the introduction of management routines 
adapted from recent American models, novel training schemes, 
and a significant expansion of research and development. 

Above all, Lotz ordered a new, more lucrative product range 
capable of anchoring VW in the expanding market for midsize 
automobiles. Since this strategic aim required more highly pow¬ 
ered cars with less noisy interiors and better handling character¬ 
istics (not least in windy conditions) than VW currently pro¬ 
duced, Lotz’s initiative hinged on abandoning the air-cooled rear 
engine, which had so far provided the core of Volkswagen’s engi¬ 
neering identity. Assuming that VW would require at least five 
years to transform itself, the CEO authorized experiments on no 
fewer than three different drive-train configurations—a mid¬ 
engine, a front-engine with front-wheel drive, and a front engine 
with rear-wheel drive. At the same time, technical staff started to 
design four different future car models with three different en¬ 
gine sizes to secure a broad commercial reach. While this ambi¬ 
tious development program was an engineer’s dream, it was an 
accountant’s nightmare. In conjunction with stuttering Beetle 
sales, rising costs for research and development played a central 
role in lowering the firm’s profits from DM330 million in 1969 
to 12 million in 1971. Since work on the new model range had 
to progress in secrecy, the media focused on the concern’s disap¬ 
pointing financial news. Although Lotz pushed through a host of 
measures behind the scenes, the company’s worsening results 
made VW appear rudderless. Amid pressure from political fig¬ 
ures on the supervisory board, Lotz resigned in the fall of 19 71. 19 
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He was replaced by Rudolf Leiding, who had spent his entire 
career at VW. Leiding’s tenure at the helm occurred under the 
most challenging conditions of the company’s history since the 
immediate postwar years. As Leiding pushed Volkswagen to¬ 
ward a new model range, he had to steer a steady course in a 
dramatically deteriorating business climate. In the early seven¬ 
ties, the boom that had sustained Western economies since the 
early fifties came to an end. An early indicator of brewing global 
economic trouble came in 1971 when the United States allowed 
the dollar to float in response to rising inflation and budget defi¬ 
cits, thereby precipitating the collapse of the system of fixed ex¬ 
change rates that had underpinned the Western economic order 
since the late forties. In conjunction with a 10 percent duty im¬ 
posed on all imports by the Nixon government, the new cur¬ 
rency regime caused problems for Volkswagen. As the deutsche 
mark rose by 40 percent against the dollar in the following two 
years, the company faced plummeting revenue from American 
sales. In 1973, the situation went from bad to worse. After 
OPEC’s proclamation of an oil embargo to retaliate for Western 
support of Israel in the Yom Kippur War, exploding energy costs 
triggered a global recession. The oil shock severely intensified 
Volkswagen’s problems as demand for automobiles collapsed. In 
1974, the company posted an eye-watering loss of DM807 mil¬ 
lion, in part because Volkswagen of America had generated a 
deficit of DM200 million. 20 

VW’s deepening difficulties coincided with the beginning of a 
protracted crisis in Western industrial societies that quickly en¬ 
gulfed the Federal Republic. At the end of 1973, West German 
inflation stood at 7 percent as a result of rising oil prices. To 
prevent fuel and energy shortages, federal and local authorities 
took drastic, previously unimaginable emergency measures that 
intensified a widespread sense of gloom in West German society. 
In addition to issuing a ban on the use of private cars on four 
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consecutive Sundays in November and December 1973, Bonn 
temporarily instituted comprehensive speed limits of sixty-two 
miles per hours on autobahns and fifty mph on country roads. 
Numerous local governments complemented these energy-saving 
measures by prohibiting electrical Christmas decorations in pub¬ 
lic places—an aesthetic mainstay of any self-respecting commu¬ 
nity during the festive season. Although OPEC lifted its embargo 
in 1974 and the Christmas lights went back on that year, eco¬ 
nomic difficulties persisted and led to the return of large-scale 
joblessness. In 1975, West German unemployment figures breached 
the one million mark. All these events came as a deep shock to a 
society that had experienced virtually uninterrupted economic 
growth for two decades. 

In this harsh economic environment, controlling costs emerged 
as one of Leiding’s central tasks. He immediately curbed his pre¬ 
decessor’s lavish development program, focusing it on four mod¬ 
els with water-cooled front engines and front-wheel drive. As 
a result of this decision, VW was in a position to introduce the 
Passat, Golf, and Polo models gradually between 1973 and 
1975. At the same time, Leiding identified inefficient production 
routines as a major financial drain. VW, an internal study re¬ 
vealed, reached only two-thirds of the productivity at Opel, but 
its workers continued to receive the highest wages and benefits 
in West Germany. As demand fell, management imposed short 
hours. The trade unions responded with strikes and demands for 
a 15 percent wage increase in 1974. Leiding, who was given to a 
confrontational approach to industrial relations, further stoked 
tensions by launching a discussion about mass layoffs. How 
these dismissals were supposed to be achieved became a highly 
contentious issue over which the chief executive fell out with fel¬ 
low managers, the trade unions, and, crucially, members of the 
supervisory board representing the federal government. At the 
end of 1974, Leiding gave up and resigned. 21 
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Leiding’s abrasive stance failed not least because the Bonn 
government led by Social Democrats paid scrupulous attention 
to employment issues at Volkswagen. During a time of rising 
joblessness, labor issues at a partially state-owned and symboli¬ 
cally eminent company provided a vital test case for the govern¬ 
ment’s commitment to social welfare. Bonn, therefore, was bound 
to push for a solution that the trade unions could support. At the 
same time, the government unequivocally acknowledged VW’s 
need for restructuring, including mass layoffs. Chancellor Helmut 
Schmidt became directly involved in Toni Schmiicker’s installa¬ 
tion as chairman in Wolfsburg in February 1975. 

The new man was an apt choice. After a career at Ford, 
Schmiicker had successfully rescued the struggling steelworks 
Rheinstahl in the early seventies. This trajectory marked him out 
as a rare breed in the West German industrial landscape: a restruc¬ 
turing expert with proven expertise in the auto sector. Beyond 
continuing his predecessor’s organizational reforms and model 
policy, Schmiicker confirmed the need to curb worker numbers 
drastically. In April 1975, he broke the dreaded news that Volks¬ 
wagen would have to shed 25,000 members of its 133,000-strong 
workforce in West Germany. Schmiicker’s draconian announce¬ 
ment triggered a media storm and a fractious debate in parlia¬ 
ment. Observers across the entire political spectrum found the 
changed fortunes of Volkswagen deeply unsettling. In light of the 
company’s mounting deficits, as well as its revolving-door policy at 
the top, Der Spiegel’s title page asked: “Mass lay-offs—millions 
of losses—management crisis: What will become of VW?” Public 
concern about the fact that no one offered an authoritative an¬ 
swer ran high. “The nation worries about a symbol of its economic 
power,” an arch-conservative daily commented in the spring of 
1975. Wolfsburg, the liberal weekly Die Zeit added, no longer 
figured as the “city of the economic miracle” but had morphed 
into a “crisis center.” 22 
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Up and down the country a gnawing sense that VW’s prob¬ 
lems signaled a temporal watershed fueled apprehensions. Se¬ 
bastian Haffner, one of the Federal Republic’s most respected 
journalists, made this point lucidly in an editorial in Stern, as he 
summed up the current state of affairs: “What upsets people,” he 
explained, “is the mutilation, nay desecration, of a national sym¬ 
bol. After all, VW isn’t just any company... . Until yesterday, it 
was the embodiment of the German economic miracle.. .. Those 
who had found a job at VW were set for life, it was widely 
thought,” because the firm seemed to possess a “guarantee for 
success.... And now, all of a sudden, VW is in the red ..., its 
future insecure.” As in the fifties and for much of the sixties, the 
Wolfsburg-based company highlighted national economic 
trends, albeit now under the fundamentally altered conditions of 
a recession. 

That the company’s difficulties sprang from its long-term reli¬ 
ance on the Beetle only intensified public concerns. Haffner re¬ 
minded his readers that the car that “ran and ran” had long stood 
for “German industriousness and indestructibility,” as well as for 
the Federal Republic’s “unexpected rise from rubble to unknown 
mass affluence.” Moreover, its largely unchanging appearance 
and basic technical design had turned it into a symbol of mod¬ 
esty as well as of economic and social stability. In Haffner’s 
words, the Beetle represented a “rejection of the automobile as a 
fashion object and as a status symbol.... It was classless, and it 
was timeless.” As such, “every Volkswagen was ... an avowal of 
constancy in the midst of change.” The most worrying aspect of 
the Volkswagen crisis, he found, was “that none of this is sup¬ 
posed to be valid anymore.” As Haffner put it succinctly, the 
“Volkswagen epoch” embodied by the Beetle was drawing to a 
close. 23 

The Beetle threw into sharp relief nothing less than the end of 
an era characterized by social security and economic growth. 
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While the car retained its iconic potency, it was fast turning into 
a symbol of the fading economic miracle. In the mid-seventies, 
the Volkswagen owed its cultural resonance to a pronounced 
contrast: as it continued to convey its long-standing associations 
with reliability, stability, and prosperity, it highlighted a histori¬ 
cal present marked by an amorphous sense of insecurity. The 
first Volkswagen model increasingly struck the citizens of the 
Federal Republic as a thing of the past—and that past was seen 
as emphatically West German. It is indicative that neither Haff- 
ner nor other commentators writing about Volkswagen in the 
mid-seventies paid much attention to the car’s Nazi origins, 
which struck contemporaries as largely irrelevant. An erstwhile 
political emigre from Nazi Germany, who at the time was put¬ 
ting the finishing touches on a best seller on Hitler, Haffner of 
course knew of the Beetle’s brown past—as did his colleagues. 
Yet this aspect of its history appeared to have no bearing on the 
historical present of the mid-seventies. At the very moment the 
socioeconomic conditions that underpinned the Beetle’s commer¬ 
cial success were in a state of dissolution, the crisis at VW indi¬ 
rectly consolidated the car’s status as a genuinely and exclusively 
West German icon. 24 

Despite the Beetle’s close commercial connection to Volks¬ 
wagen’s difficulties, the company’s most famous product did not 
turn into a symbol of failure. On the contrary, West Germany’s 
largest car producer extricated itself from its troubles with re¬ 
markable speed. Toni Schmiicker managed to establish a climate 
of trust between the executive board and the trade unions, and 
industrial relations remained largely peaceful as the concern re¬ 
duced its workforce. In part, the comparatively orderly atmo¬ 
sphere at VW during this tense period derived from generous 
severance packages the company offered to those workers will¬ 
ing to resign voluntarily. This arrangement proved attractive in 
particular to the overwhelmingly Italian, nonunionized “guest 
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workers” filling low-level positions on temporary contracts, as 
well as to female, unskilled laborers. These groups provided by 
far the biggest contingents among the thirty-two thousand work¬ 
ers and employees who left the company voluntarily between 
April and July 1975. As management bought its way out of po¬ 
tential social friction, it proved crucial to the company’s future 
that the new model range immediately performed beyond all 
expectation. Launched in 1974, the Golf, with its front-wheel 
drive and fifty-horsepower water-cooled engine, which sold as 
the Rabbit in the United States, established itself as an instant 
best seller in Europe. Within two years, the company had already 
produced more than one million Golfs, a model that would be¬ 
come VW’s commercial backbone in Europe for decades. Thanks 
to burgeoning sales, Volkswagen posted a staggering profit of 
DM1 billion in 1976—a result no one would have dared to 
dream of only two years earlier. While the press marveled at the 
new “miracle of Wolfsburg,” Toni Schmiicker gasped that VW’s 
turnaround was “almost incredible.” Nonetheless, he immedi¬ 
ately sounded a note of caution. “We cannot rest on our laurels.” 
A conservative editorial also warned against complacency: “The 
crisis has demonstrated far too clearly how easily the company 
can reach the edge of the precipice, how unreliable the business 
cycle of the car sector can be.” Although Volkswagen prospered 
again, the sense of insecurity that had first manifested itself in 
the mid-seventies persisted. 25 

Aware of the fragility of commercial success after the crisis of 
1975, the management in Wolfsburg continued to keep a close 
eye on costs. As sales of the Golf soared, demand for the Beetle 
shrank dramatically. In 1977, fewer than fifteen thousand West 
Germans decided to buy VW’s first model. The following year, 
the executive board reacted to the collapsing market for the 
Beetle by suspending its manufacture in the Federal Republic. To 
cushion the blow for the West German public, the company 
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combined this announcement with an assurance that dealerships 
would henceforth sell Beetles imported from Mexico, where 
Volkswagen had maintained a comprehensive manufacturing 
plant since 1967. This compromise allowed writers to console 
themselves that the Beetle was not “dead” because it would “live 
on” for years as a “simple economical car” as well as a “cher¬ 
ished, memory-laden second car.” 26 

The press accepted Wolfsburg’s decision as an inevitable com¬ 
mercial measure that reflected an irreversible trend in the West 
German automotive landscape toward more comfortable vehi¬ 
cles. Changes in consumer preferences left the company no 
choice. Nonetheless, commentators struggled to make sense of the 
announcement, because it remained unclear what the future held 
in store for the little car. The end of domestic Beetle production, 
writers of different political stripes agreed, marked a “caesura”— 
and not only because “one of the biggest symbols of the eco¬ 
nomic miracle” would no longer carry the label “made in Ger¬ 
many.” Observers were equally struck by the new international 
flow of commodities Volkswagen’s decision initiated. Previously 
a West German export article par excellence, the Beetle now be¬ 
came an import. One journalist surmised “history” was “turning 
around.” A colleague watching the unloading of the first Mexi¬ 
can Beetles at the very dock VW had long used for its export 
activities expressed a similar sentiment: “It was as if a movie 
was running backward.” No commentator felt in a position to 
offer an authoritative interpretation of how the car’s new inter¬ 
national role related to the Beetle’s past and future. “The Beetle 
is dead—long live the Beetle,” declared one article, without 
expanding on the implications of this opaque statement. In 
short, the vehicle, until recently a prime marker of continuity, 
now threw into relief an uncertain, tentative future in West 
Germany. 27 
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The insecurity surrounding the car’s future in West Germany 
in 1977 reflected the widespread conviction that the Beetle was 
now living on borrowed time. The vehicle’s fate in the United 
States bore out this assessment. In contrast to the parent com¬ 
pany in the Federal Republic, Volkswagen of America continued 
to struggle financially. As the management searched for ways to 
revitalize its American operations, it soon became clear that the 
Beetle could play no further role. A persistently adverse dollar 
exchange rate hampered sales, while the introduction of addi¬ 
tional safety and emission regulations stretched designers be¬ 
yond the model’s technical limitations. Above all, Volkswagen 
encountered sharp and unprecedented competition from the 
Japanese auto manufacturers, who flooded the American market 
with competitively priced and technically superior models in the 
small-car segment. Although forced to offer the vehicle at a con¬ 
siderable loss, VW retained the Beetle in its product range to 
maintain sales volume and prevent a dissolution of its extensive 
dealership network throughout the mid-seventies. In 1977, the 
management abandoned this strategy. For the Beetle’s many 
American fans, it was a sad announcement. After the company 
issued the press release about the car’s imminent demise, the me¬ 
dia wistfully reminded readers of the car’s unconventional ap¬ 
peal, its ad campaigns, and the profound love many Americans 
had developed for their “Volks.” The CBS Evening News ran a 
report full of anticipatory nostalgia at the prospect of the “Bug 
becoming extinct.... As the Beetle chugs its way out of our lives,” 
the reporter noted ruefully, “you’ve got to say a part of our lives 
goes with it.” 28 

Eight years later, management proclaimed the car’s end in 
West Germany. With sales hovering around ten thousand vehi¬ 
cles in the Federal Republic in 1984, import operations became 
commercially unsustainable when the federal government made 
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catalytic converters obligatory for all vehicles. At the time, com¬ 
mentators paid far more attention to the consequences of this 
new ecological regulation for the national auto scene than to the 
Beetle’s demise. After all, the “hard, loud, cramped Beetle,” as 
Siiddeutsche Zeitung wrote, had gradually become a marginal 
automotive product since the mid-seventies, thus preparing the 
West German public for its eventual disappearance from a car 
market increasingly shaped by demand for more powerful, more 
comfortable, and more ecologically sound vehicles. 29 

In the late seventies and early eighties, the Volkswagen Beetle was 
halted in its two main markets. In response to consumer criticism 
and the launch of viable competitors, the company enhanced the 
Beetle’s appeal through design modifications. Nonetheless, in a 
West German car culture increasingly favoring midsize vehicles, 
Volkswagen’s automotive star lost its shine as the cumulative ef¬ 
fects of technical alterations, a rising wage bill, and regulatory re¬ 
form in the United States eroded profit margins. When the early 
seventies heralded the end of the postwar economic boom, Volks¬ 
wagen, which was only then introducing its new model range 
centering on the Golf, experienced a sharp crisis that required 
layoffs of tens of thousands of workers. Amid persistent economic 
turmoil and recalcitrant mass unemployment in the Federal Re¬ 
public, the Volkswagen Beetle mutated into a symbol of the fading 
“economic miracle” that highlighted the contrast between a his¬ 
torical present characterized by insecurity and a past shaped by 
full employment, rising incomes, and stability. Since hardly any¬ 
one reflected on the car’s Third Reich origins as VW fought for 
survival, the crisis of the seventies inadvertently strengthened the 
car’s status as a West German icon, albeit one referring to a his¬ 
torical period that was fast disappearing. At the same time, how¬ 
ever, the Beetle did not turn into a symbol of failure, because VW 
quickly returned to profits, thanks to the Golf. 
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VW withdrew the vehicle from the United States in the late 
seventies, much to the regret of many American drivers who 
continued to cherish the small rounded car. In the Federal Re¬ 
public, meanwhile, the first Volkswagen gradually vanished from 
West German showrooms after domestic production ended in 
1978. The termination of sales in the car’s two most important 
markets, however, did not “kill” the Beetle, as some observers 
had feared. On the contrary, it survived for decades because of 
demand in societies that had not yet experienced mass motoriza¬ 
tion. That Volkswagen was in a position to import the vehicle 
from Mexico while phasing out sales in West Germany in the 
late seventies and early eighties was no coincidence. As part of 
its wider global operations, the company had maintained a 
prominent presence in this Latin American nation since the six¬ 
ties, speculating on business opportunities that would replicate 
the West German car boom. Although the Beetle followed a dis¬ 
tinctive national path in Mexico, it again proved exceptionally 
attractive and, just as in West Germany and the United States, 
emerged as a much-loved, prominent icon. 



"I Have a Vochito in My Heart" 


“It was an impressive sight when all the taxis had taken their 
stations on the city’s great square,” wrote Volkswagen’s senior 
manager in Mexico to his superiors in Wolfsburg on November 
26, 1971. Helmut Barschkis had every reason to be proud: the 
taxis that had lined up in neat columns on Mexico City’s vast 
Zocalo before driving off in search of passengers to a “concert of 
honking horns” consisted of no fewer than one thousand VW 
Beetles. The German manager had ensured that the delivery of 
the first substantial fleet of Beetle taxis to Mexico City’s local 
government was more than a commercial success quietly en¬ 
joyed. Gaining permission for a mass display of VWs on the 
Zocalo was a first-rate public relations coup for the company, an 
achievement Barschkis’s German bosses probably failed to ap¬ 
preciate. Framed by the National Cathedral and the Presidential 
Palace, the small Volkswagens briefly took over an architectural 
ensemble at the center of Mexico’s national iconography. Like 
the demonstrators that routinely flock to the square to launch 
themselves and their political causes onto the national stage, the 
Beetle self-confidently announced its growing presence in the 
country as 1971 drew to a close. 1 
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This public ceremony for the first Beetle taxis foreshadowed 
the car’s subsequent exceptional fortunes in Mexico. Over the 
years, the vehicle not only developed into a best seller, but 
came to rank highly among the country’s venerated objects. In 
fact, numerous Mexicans have gone so far to as to declare the 
small, rounded Volkswagen, locally known as el vocho and el 
vochito, a typically Mexican automobile. While the literal 
meaning and etymology of these endearing nicknames remain 
in the dark, the car’s ascent into Mexico’s national pantheon is 
a remarkable development. Commodities are rarely adopted as 
national icons in countries that played no role in their initial 
design and production; but irrespective of its German roots, 
the Beetle counts among the artifacts that have achieved this 
feat in several nations. Many in Brazil, where VW has main¬ 
tained production facilities since the late fifties and manufac¬ 
tured the car intermittently for almost four decades, regard the 
Volkswagen as their very own fusca —another untranslatable 
moniker. The Beetle has thus evolved into an icon with multiple 
nationalities. 2 

Even in countries where the vehicle does not count among the 
core national symbols, it still conveys distinctive meanings that 
are widely recognized across the social spectrum. When Ethio¬ 
pian military rebels deposed Emperor Elaile Selassie in Septem¬ 
ber 1974, they sealed their coup with an automotive ritual whose 
implications were not lost on the ruler. A keen collector of glam¬ 
orous cars who had accumulated a treasure trove of twenty- 
seven Rolls Royces, Mercedes-Benzes, Lincoln Continentals, and 
other luxurious automobiles, Elaile Selassie found himself led to 
a green Volkswagen Beetle as he was banned from returning to 
his palace. “You can’t be serious!” the emperor bridled. “I’m 
supposed to go like this?” For a longtime ruler who traced his 
ancestry back to biblical King Solomon, being forced to ride in 
the back of the modest Beetle was the epitome of humiliation. 3 
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The Volkswagen’s rise to cultural prominence in countries as 
diverse as Mexico, Brazil, and Ethiopia shines a stark light on its 
character as a global commodity. The vehicle’s widening interna¬ 
tional profile testifies to the determination of VW’s executives to 
position their company as a global concern whose operations 
reached beyond Western Europe and the affluent nations of North 
America. Backed by the federal government’s export-friendly 
policies, Volkswagen persistently searched for new international 
opportunities and became a dynamic agent of globalization, at 
times resorting to forms of corporate behavior abroad that 
would have aroused storms of disapproval at home. The pursuit 
of global markets left a deep mark on the corporation itself, re¬ 
shaping it time and again. At the same time, numerous actors in 
the countries in which the company established a commercial 
presence lent the car global prominence, ascribing distinctive 
national meanings to it in the process. In the fifties and sixties, 
Latin American and African governments strove to attract Volks¬ 
wagen as part of development policies that achieved varying 
degrees of success. Beyond those holding high political office, 
crucial roles in domesticating the German vehicle were played 
by manual laborers, employees in VW’s sales organization, and 
of course owners and drivers. Rather than treat the car as a for¬ 
eign invader, they often went so far as to incorporate the Beetle 
into the stock of national symbols in protracted processes of ap¬ 
propriation. An interplay between Volkswagen’s corporate strat¬ 
egies and an array of actors in the countries to which the com¬ 
pany extended its activities accounts for the Beetle’s global iconic 
stature. 

In postwar Germany as well as the United States, the Beetle’s 
history frequently reads like a success story. By contrast, it proves 
impossible to construct similarly upbeat narratives for the Latin 
American and African regions that have repeatedly experienced 
deep economic crises. Nonetheless, these parts of the world 
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played a crucial role in the Beetle’s history because they pro¬ 
longed its commodity life at the very moment when it its attrac¬ 
tiveness evaporated in Western Europe and affluent North 
America. Historians of Germany readily acknowledge the con¬ 
tribution of exports to the wealth of the Federal Republic, a 
country that proudly laid claim to the label “export world cham¬ 
pion” in the 1980s when its foreign trade surpassed all competi¬ 
tors, including Japan. At the same time, scholars have yet to 
consider in detail the international effects arising from German 
companies’ global activities. The proliferation of the first Volks¬ 
wagen provides numerous opportunities to examine a West Ger¬ 
man company’s impact abroad in a focused manner. Our exami¬ 
nation here, rather than spreading across several countries, 
singles out the Beetle in Mexico. The vochito brings into view 
Volkswagen’s changing global strategies, local workers’ involve¬ 
ment in its manufacture, and the reasons why consumers came 
to regard the car as a typically Mexican commodity despite its 
German origins. Because of the vochito ’s loyal local following, 
the company continued to manufacture it into the new millen¬ 
nium. Indeed, its uninterrupted production at Volkswagen’s fac¬ 
tory in Puebla between 1967 and 2003 meant that the car en¬ 
joyed a longer manufacturing run in Mexico than in West 
Germany. The long, twisting history of the Volkswagen in Mex¬ 
ico provides a case study that uncovers why, as part of wider 
processes of globalization, this small car extended its iconic 
status beyond the affluent Western societies and into Latin 
America. 4 

The aim of securing a foothold in what contemporary observers 
deemed a lucrative future market prompted Volkswagen’s chair¬ 
man Heinrich Nordhoff to instruct his managers to pursue a 
“farsighted policy” in Mexico in 1965. VW had already entered 
the country through an import subsidiary in 1954, selling Beetles 
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assembled in Mexico from kits shipped from the factory in 
Wolfsburg. When the Mexican government issued a decree in 1962 
that required all cars sold in the country to contain a 60 percent 
share of components produced in Mexico itself, Wolfsburg re¬ 
sponded by erecting a new, large auto plant at a cost of 500 million 
pesos in Puebla, where production began in 1967. While this 
factory initially produced only the Beetle, starting in the early 
seventies it also turned out other models, as well as components 
for plants that VW operated in other countries. 5 

Wolfsburg’s decision in favor of this substantial investment 
amounted to a step toward Volkswagen’s gradual transforma¬ 
tion from an exporter with a global distribution network into a 
hierarchically organized German multinational with subsidiary 
production centers as well as distribution networks on several 
continents. By the early sixties, Volkswagen had already opened 
a comprehensive manufacturing plant with almost ten thousand 
employees in Brazil, produced more than half of the parts for its 
Australian vehicles on the outskirts of Melbourne, and was in 
the process of constructing sizable factories in South Africa and 
Mexico. By 1967, the overall share of Volkswagens manufac¬ 
tured outside West Germany had risen to 14 percent. 6 

Volkswagen’s move toward a global manufacturing base was 
less the result of a calculated corporate strategy than a prag¬ 
matic reaction to economic policies through which developing 
countries sought to stimulate domestic growth in the fifties and 
sixties. Countries as diverse as Brazil, South Africa, and Austra¬ 
lia aimed to strengthen their manufacturing base by adhering to 
variants of the “import-substituting industrialization” strategies 
that assigned the state an active, interventionist role. In the Mex¬ 
ican case, the authorities pursued a multidimensional approach. 
Beyond enhancing the agrarian sector through land reform, the 
governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) aimed at 
establishing a dynamic manufacturing sector behind high tariff 
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walls to reduce the country’s dependence on foreign imports. In 
tandem with protectionist measures to shield domestic produc¬ 
ers from international competition, the state hoped to stimulate 
the country’s industrial base by stipulating that manufacturers 
operating in Mexico use primarily nationally made components 
in their products. The decree about the “national integration” of 
the car industry that President Adolfo Lopez Mateos issued in 
1962 reflected the widely held view that the auto industry 
counted as a key sector in a developing country’s drive to indus¬ 
trialization. By erecting the factory in Puebla, VW established a 
firm presence in Mexico next to a limited number of competitors 
including Ford, General Motors, Chrysler, and Nissan. 7 

In the sixties, Mexico’s recent economic performance ap¬ 
peared to justify the massive investment. Although per capita 
gross domestic product stood at a mere 4,573 pesos (or roughly 
US$366) in 1960, as 55 percent of the population still worked in 
low-paid agricultural jobs, the country’s annual economic 
growth averaged 7 percent during the ensuing decade, while in¬ 
flation remained at a modest 3 percent. To some extent, Mexi¬ 
co’s economic growth was driven by a rapid increase of the 
population from thirty-five million in 1960 to forty-eight million 
people a decade later, as well as by dynamic urbanization that 
resulted in Mexico City’s expansion from 5.2 million to 8.9 in¬ 
habitants over the decade. Moreover, Mexico distinguished itself 
from other Tatin American countries like Brazil or Argentina 
through its political stability. While the PRI monopolized state 
power between 1940 and 2000, the country undoubtedly suf¬ 
fered from clientelism and corruption but never descended into 
a dictatorship, not least due to the military’s limited involve¬ 
ment in national politics. News of Mexico as a politically steady 
nation with excellent economic prospects circulated widely in 
Europe at the time. “‘Mexican economic miracle’—that is the 
label with which to characterize the last years,” West Germany’s 
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leading business daily informed its readers in 1969; another pa¬ 
per christened Mexico the “Japan of Latin America.” 8 

Whatever the country’s promise, Volkswagen found Mexico a 
difficult environment. Beyond overseeing policies of import sub¬ 
stitution, the Mexican state was involved in numerous aspects of 
the national economy that directly affected Volkswagen’s busi¬ 
ness. Struggles with government officials proved a recurring 
problem for managers in Puebla. While taking minor adminis¬ 
trative obstacles in its stride, VW management displayed an 
acute awareness that a good standing with state officials was a 
precondition for commercial success in Mexico. As the company 
was preparing for the plant’s opening in Puebla in 1967, Helmut 
Barschkis emphasized the importance of staying in the local elites’ 
good graces. “Especially now that we are erecting our plant. . . 
it appears particularly necessary to cultivate our relations with 
all government departments,” the head of VW de Mexico wrote 
to his German superiors and singled out Mexican president Gus¬ 
tavo Diaz Ordaz as a person to be showered with attention. 
Wolfsburg clearly took Barschkis’s advice about the “cultivation 
of contacts” to heart. In 1969, VW chairman Kurt Lotz received 
a letter from Diaz in which the politician thanked his “dear and 
good friend” for “the Karmann Ghia car that you had the kind¬ 
ness to obtain for me. It is a wonderful automobile and ... very 
beautiful.” Other leading lights of Mexican politics could also 
count on favorable treatment from Wolfsburg. After Luis Ech- 
everria had assumed the Mexican presidency in 1970, Lotz 
found time to welcome the politician’s son in Wolfsburg during a 
private visit. 9 

While these gestures served to secure direct access to Mexico’s 
political elite in an economic environment prone to considerable 
state regulation and intervention, they were by no means a guar¬ 
antee that Volkswagen would be granted its commercial wishes 
on all occasions. Although the company consistently protested 
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against the price controls the government imposed on all vehi¬ 
cles, demands for “free price setting” fell on deaf ears for de¬ 
cades because Mexican officials feared that such a step would 
lead manufacturers to inflate their revenue. 10 The administra¬ 
tion’s active role in structuring the Mexican car market also pro¬ 
voked discontent because the government regulated the number 
of vehicles each corporation could sell annually in Mexico, ini¬ 
tially granting Volkswagen quotas the company deemed insuffi¬ 
cient. In 1968, the works in Puebla delivered 23,709 automo¬ 
biles to Mexican car dealers, a production volume that led 
Volkswagen de Mexico to post a loss of 80 million pesos, or 
DM25.5 million. With a break-even point at thirty-two thousand 
cars and an annual production capacity of fifty thousand, the 
plant in Puebla had been conceived for much larger operations 
than initially materialized. An exasperated top manager vented his 
frustration at Mexico’s “totally planned economy” in 1967. The 
management was granted permission to produce almost sixty- 
three thousand Beetles in Puebla in 1973, but complaints per¬ 
sisted. While VW’s leaders were quick to criticize government 
regulation, they failed to admit that they also reaped significant 
benefits from the state’s involvement. After all, schemes like the 
quota program operated across the entire auto sector and there¬ 
fore curbed competition. Government interventionism thus cre¬ 
ated a captive, if limited, market. 11 

The company may have blamed the state for its losses, but the 
fundamental problem lay in Mexico’s economic underdevelop¬ 
ment and unequal wealth distribution. It was an open secret that 
the car market of the sixties and early seventies remained tight 
because only few people could contemplate purchasing a vehicle. 
The Mexican car dealer association pointed out in 1966 that 
despite rising average incomes over the past decade, “we are a 
poor country.” Moreover, there existed “a high concentration of 
individual incomes in a relatively small layer of the population.” 
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Although the country’s narrow elite could afford to buy and 
maintain one or more vehicles, a mass market for automobiles 
remained a prospect for the future because of the vast income 
disparities. To be sure, the economic growth of the second half 
of the sixties resulted in a 26 percent expansion of the market 
for populates or small cars, swelling the overall number of new 
registrations to 130,000 in 1970. VW profited from this trend 
because the vochito came to dominate the segment of the popu¬ 
lates and achieved more than thirty-five thousand sales that year. 
Nonetheless, a skeptical mood took root in Wolfsburg in the 
early seventies that contrasted sharply with the earlier optimism 
about the Mexican market. In 1973, VW’s CEO Rudolf Leiding 
declared bluntly that in the medium term, sales prospects were 
“exceptionally bad” in Mexico. 12 

When the “Mexican economic miracle” began to lose steam 
in the mid-seventies, VW had to cope with a car market whose 
volatility amplified the ups and downs of the wider national 
economy. While annual sales stood at 88,158 in 1974, they de¬ 
scended to 54,511 three years later as a delayed consequence of 
the oil crisis. A subsequent energy boom, from which the coun¬ 
try profited by expanding its oil production, put VW de Mexico 
in a position to sell over 110,000 cars, including 42,330 vochi- 
tos, in 1982. The economic turmoil that characterized Mexico 
throughout the eighties and nineties exposed VW to persistently 
unpredictable demand patterns. Beetle sales languished at a mere 
17,532 in 1987, but rose sharply to 97,539 in 1993, only to 
drop back to 14,830 in 1995. Not for nothing did numerous 
financial crises cause the eighties to be termed Latin America’s 
lost decade. Despite widespread underemployment, rapid urban¬ 
ization, and growing social inequality and insecurity, however, 
car ownership slowly proliferated in Mexico. While the ratio of 
car per persons stood at roughly 1:17 in 1980, it rose to 1:12 ten 
years later. 13 
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In an atmosphere initially characterized by state intervention 
and subsequently rendered highly combustible by unpredictable 
business cycles, establishing and directing a comprehensive auto 
plant immersed Volkswagen in numerous conflicts. The acquisi¬ 
tion of the factory site measuring 2.5 million square meters (al¬ 
most 1 square mile) on the outskirts of Puebla, which formed 
part of the Mexican government’s strategy to spread industrial¬ 
ization beyond an increasingly overcrowded and polluted Mex¬ 
ico City, caused considerable strife. In 1967 a West German em¬ 
bassy official reported that campesinos on whose former ejido 
(communal land) VW erected its works threatened open revolt 
because of the price at which they had been forced to sell their 
farms. While the land was worth around twenty pesos per square 
meter, he wrote, Volkswagen had purchased it from the regional 
government at a price of three pesos per square meter. The peas¬ 
ants were incensed not only because the state had pressured them 
into giving up their holdings, but because they had received 
merely twenty centavos per square meter—1 percent of the land’s 
market value. There is no doubt that the farmers’ rage at this “vir¬ 
tual expropriation” went beyond state officialdom and extended 
to the German company. “Like the Nazis,” screamed the headline 
of a left-wing magazine charging VW with robbery. Concern 
about the farmers’ protests ran high at the time, not least since 
they were accompanied by student riots that led to pitched street 
battles in Puebla’s city center. President Diaz Ordaz, who had 
agreed to officially open the factory in May 1967, canceled all 
scheduled appearances in Puebla because of “demonstrations local 
farmers associations planned against the government’s expropri¬ 
ation policies,” as Helmut Barschkis cabled to a disappointed 
Heinrich Nordhoff. While on this occasion VW’s cooperation with 
state authorities may have worked to the company’s material 
advantage, it also embroiled it in a local conflict that complicated 
its relationship with the political elite. 14 
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Once the construction of the factory with a foundry, stamping 
shop, paint shop, and facilities for the assembly of engines, axles, 
and other mechanical parts had been completed, the requirement 
to produce cars with components made in Mexico gave rise to 
numerous apprehensions. Collaborating with local suppliers 
drove up prices, a report from Puebla complained in 1968. A few 
years later, laments were directed at the quality of sheet metal 
available in Mexico. Concern about the company’s international 
reputation persisted among board members in Wolfsburg into the 
seventies amid complaints about quality problems. 15 

To increase efficiency and quality in Puebla, VW took several 
measures. In 1966, the company opened its Escuela de Capacit- 
acion, a training center that has since served as a vocational 
school. To finance this institution, Volkswagen received help from 
the development ministry in Bonn, which acknowledged “the lack 
of skilled workers [as] ... one of the biggest bottlenecks of Mexi¬ 
can industry.” While most unskilled or semiskilled personnel spent 
only brief periods at the Escuela de Capacitacion, the skilled 
workers who acted as an important hinge between those staffing 
the lines and the mostly German upper management underwent 
lengthy, intensive training. Applicants for the comprehensive ap¬ 
prenticeship scheme faced a protracted selection process over 
three months that consisted of theoretical tests in numeracy and 
general knowledge as well a medical and a psychological exam. In 
the late seventies, VW accepted one hundred trainees per year out 
of a pool of more than three thousand young men. Rather than 
develop a new instructional regime, the company imported West 
Germany’s much-celebrated training format for skilled industrial 
labor, which combined theoretical and practical aspects over a 
three-year period. Trainees spent one day per week in the class¬ 
room, while the rest of the time they received practical instruction 
in a wide range of technical subjects, specializing in areas such as 
industrial design or combustion engines. 16 
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Beyond training skilled laborers, the firm consolidated a work¬ 
force that expanded from 2,619 employees in 1967 to 11,067 in 
1974. To restrict disruptive turnover, VW offered generous re¬ 
muneration from the early seventies, thereby replicating an en¬ 
trepreneurial principle that had proven successful in West Ger¬ 
many. In the early years the company rewarded its employees by 
complementing wages with material goods and gestures of good¬ 
will. One line worker who had joined the company as a sixteen- 
year-old from impoverished Oaxaca in 1971 recalled his sur¬ 
prise one December evening when the managers distributed free 
turkeys, irons for workers’ mothers and wives, blankets, and 
toys for their children. 17 

Most important, however, Volkswagen de Mexico replicated 
the high-wage policies that underpinned its reputation as an ex¬ 
ceptionally benevolent employer in West Germany. Between the 
early seventies and the eighties, VW paid wages at around twice 
the average local rate, a factor that lured unskilled workers to 
move from textile factories surrounding Puebla to the car manu¬ 
facturer. Volkswagen also offered its employees attractive bene¬ 
fits such as membership in the national social security scheme, 
health insurance, paid vacation time, and from the eighties, help 
with school fees. Skilled workers received particularly good ben¬ 
efits that included a “gold fund” consisting of a 10 percent in¬ 
come share that VW invested on favorable terms for one year 
before paying it out. A thirteenth monthly payment at the year’s 
end also formed part of the remuneration for skilled employees, 
a measure that directly copied West German pay practice. 18 

In addition to attracting and retaining an expanding work¬ 
force, Volkswagen’s comparative generosity served to reinforce 
self-portrayals of the company as a Christian and charitable en¬ 
terprise. When the archbishop of Puebla officially blessed the 
plant soon after its opening in December 1967, he assured the 
German leaders that their factory was “Puebla’s pride and glory” 
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because of the “social work” it performed in “giving employ¬ 
ment to many people, who provide the livelihoods for many 
families.” Helmut Barschkis played along and replied: “We be¬ 
lieve the factory is important, but the people who have made it a 
reality and keep it going are even more important.” The German 
managers realized the need to adopt Catholic customs that had 
no parallels in Germany. In particular, they recognized the cen¬ 
tral importance of the Virgen de Guadalupe as the national pa¬ 
tron saint who offered support and protection from physical 
harm. As in many other factories in Mexico, altars to the Virgen 
were erected along each line; each year on December 12, more¬ 
over, the company threw open its gates to celebrate the saint’s 
holiday with workers and their families. After a religious service, 
the management treated employees to food and beer, staged a 
lottery as well as games that, in light of the varying states of in¬ 
ebriation some revelers succeeded in reaching, could turn into 
rambunctious contests. To ensure that matters did not get out of 
hand, in the seventies the company stopped serving alcohol after 
a few workers had sought to impress visiting relatives by operat¬ 
ing heavy machinery after possibly one beer too many. 19 

Irrespective of its leadership’s paternalistic rhetoric of social 
responsibility, VW confronted its employees with high expecta¬ 
tions, urging Puebla to emulate production standards set in Wolfs¬ 
burg. Although line workers virtually never had direct dealings 
with the German managers who headed the plant, VW’s Mexi¬ 
can workers experienced the factory as an alien environment 
that contrasted starkly with the world outside the factory gates. 
The management’s insistence on “disciplina, orden y limpieza” 
(discipline, order, and cleanliness)—internally known as “DOL”— 
left employees under no doubt that they worked for a German 
company. Yet it was not foreign ownership alone that made the 
factory a difficult place for many employees. Within the highly 
regulated surroundings of the shop floor, most line workers per- 
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formed repetitive work, often assigned the same specialized task 
for years. 20 Employees complained about noise, stench, and 
boredom, all results of Fordist production processes that Volks¬ 
wagen had developed during the fifties and early sixties in Ger¬ 
many before exporting them to Mexico along with machinery 
no longer considered sufficiently up-to-date for operations in 
Wolfsburg. Many workers found their jobs dangerous, not least 
those who operated the powerful presses stamping out large 
metal parts. “One feels very lonely, it is very cold ... it is danger¬ 
ous and the work is hard, running at a high pace,” explained one 
operator of a press. A colleague who was fired from his job after 
committing some errors on the line attributed his problems to 
the physical toll that factory labor increasingly took as he reached 
his late forties. Most line workers experienced the factory as a 
highly pressured world. To be sure, some employees were im¬ 
pressed by the size of the company’s operations and took pride 
in working in a big, powerful factory rather than a small work¬ 
shop, but they had precious little to say in praise of the day-to- 
day activities they performed for forty-six hours each week in 
the mid-seventies. 21 

In the late sixties and early seventies, the lack of effective trade 
union representation exacerbated the social tensions that were 
bound to arise in this working environment. In keeping with 
widespread national practice, the PRI-affiliated trade union or¬ 
ganization Confederacion de Trabajadores Mexicanos (CTM) 
appointed representatives who had never worked in the factory 
and thus possessed little knowledge of laborers’ concerns. 
In April 1972 discontent about the existing union exploded in 
a wave of protests. Wages and benefits, the enraged laborers 
pointed out, compared badly with other car factories in the 
country; the union representatives had never worked at Volks¬ 
wagen; they had failed to negotiate forcefully; and, to add in¬ 
sult to injury, they had embezzled membership dues. To pursue 
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their interests more powerfully, the workers elected a new “Ex¬ 
ecutive Committee of Real Workers,” which henceforth led an 
independent trade union. Its aim, a public statement summed up, 
consisted in defending “our constitutional right to strike .. . and 
our absolute right to a dignified life.” When it came to negotia¬ 
tions about wages and working conditions, VW’s manual work¬ 
ers insisted on representing themselves. Securing the right for the 
union to be consulted on issues of work organization and to in¬ 
tervene in everyday matters on the shop floor were was a key 
demand put forward by the laborers. 22 

The workers succeeded in breaking the link with CTM and set 
up one of Mexico’s rare independent trade unions. To some ex¬ 
tent, the expansion of the workforce in Puebla from roughly 
twenty-six hundred in 1967 to almost six thousand in 1972 
rendered both VW’s social paternalism and CTM’s detached ap¬ 
proach to industrial relations incapable of addressing the organ¬ 
izational complexities that accompanied the growth of the plant. 
The attempt to establish an independent union benefited from 
the absence of a viable organizational model with regard to work¬ 
ers’ representation. Beyond the need for organizational change, 
the laborers profited from a climate of political reform in Mex¬ 
ico in the early seventies. Upon assuming the presidency in 1970, 
Luis Echeverria sought to repair some of the political damage 
resulting from the authoritarianism of his predecessor Diaz Or- 
daz. The latter’s heavy-handedness culminated in the notorious 
“Night of Tlatelolco” of October 2, 1968, when government 
troops opened fire on peaceful student demonstrators and killed 
an estimated two hundred people. A more lenient stance on la¬ 
bor issues counted among Echeverria’s concessions to popular 
pressure, thereby aiding the emergence of independent unions at 
several car manufacturers at the time. The workers in Puebla 
played their cards well by choosing not to advance a fundamen¬ 
tal critique of the institutional framework of Mexican labor re- 
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lations. As a result, the authorities could regard the dispute at 
VW as an internal problem. At the same time, the workforce in¬ 
directly benefited from problems VW faced elsewhere. Con¬ 
fronted with falling American sales and in the midst of prepara¬ 
tions for the launch of the Golf, the management in Wolfsburg 
paid little attention to the labor dispute in Puebla in 1972. 23 

During the seventies and eighties, the independent union 
played an important role in securing and defending the Mexican 
workforce’s favorable material conditions at VW. Many people 
in and around Puebla sought employment in the factory, because 
a job at VW was widely deemed “a stroke of good luck.” The 
workers scrutinized union activities closely, reserving the right to 
oust corrupt officials, as they did in 1981. As the workforce de¬ 
fended material gains with great determination, it acquired a 
local reputation for rebelliousness. Volkswagen’s management 
for its part found self-confident workers’ representatives a bur¬ 
den, complaining in its celebratory company history that by the 
late 1980s the independent union had created an “unacceptable 
situation” in terms of wage levels and quality control. In light of 
the material advantages they had secured for themselves, it 
comes as no surprise that the workers fought back against their 
employer’s attempts to reduce the wage bill as well as union in¬ 
fluence in work matters. 24 

When the union sought to reopen salary negotiations in 1987 
to compensate for an annual inflation rate of more than 100 
percent, the company responded with a meager offer of 30 per¬ 
cent. The workers rejected this and voted to strike for a higher 
raise. “We will not give in,” the company declared, since wage 
levels in Puebla stood at twice the national average at a time 
when the factory was allegedly operating with heavy losses. The 
union retorted by pointing to the profit of US$110 million that 
VW de Mexico had posted the previous year and added that in¬ 
comes in Puebla were low by international comparison. While car 
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manufacturers in the United States paid $10 per hour on aver¬ 
age, 98 percent of Mexican car laborers made less than $1.45 
per hour. Indeed, VW’s Mexican line workers earned far less in a 
day than their colleagues in Wolfsburg made in a single hour. 
Faced with persistently high inflation, the Mexican workforce 
reacted with anger to the management’s recalcitrant stance. One 
female assembly line worker summed up her view: “The Ger¬ 
mans allegedly come to teach us something, but in reality they 
only take away the money we have earned.” 25 

Although starting a strike entailed forgoing all pay for its 
duration, the workers held out for sixty days in the summer of 
1987. A month and a half into the dispute, they were forced to 
approach the regional government for food donations because 
many union members could no longer afford basic staples. To 
raise the strike’s public profile, the union did not shy away from 
militant tactics. In the first half of August it requisitioned dozens 
of buses to block a national highway as well as major roads in 
and around Puebla, lighting tires in the street and sending huge 
plumes of black smoke into the sky. The company’s intransigent 
stance as well as hostile coverage in the local media only further 
inflamed the situation. Since Puebla manufactured select compo¬ 
nents for VW factories in other countries, the stoppage affected 
the company’s global supply chains. Moreover, news trickling 
back from Puebla to West Germany made the company, which 
was keen to retain its reputation at home as an exceptionally 
generous employer, appear in a distinctly unfavorable light. In 
mid-August, VW’s headquarters publicly criticized the manage¬ 
ment in Mexico in the West German press for its “headstrong” 
tactics. When leaders from both sides returned to the negotiating 
table in late August, they quickly reached an agreement granting 
workers a 78 percent retroactive pay rise. 26 

In Mexico, this outcome lent VW’s workers high visibility 
among an embattled Left that passionately resisted the free- 
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market reforms launched by the government in 1982. None 
other than renowned Marxist historian Adolfo Gilly, an erst¬ 
while “sixty-eighter” who had spent years as a political prisoner 
after the “Night of Tlatelolco,” celebrated the union in the lead¬ 
ing left-leaning daily for “turning the battle of Volkswagen into 
the Battle of Puebla to break the siege of indifference and fatigue 
the multinationals and their allies have tried to lay on [the work¬ 
ers].” 27 As he drew on the muscular rhetoric of class struggle, 
Gilly cast the laborers as heroic resistance fighters against for¬ 
eign aggressors, likening them to the soldiers who had partici¬ 
pated in the battle of Puebla of 1862, when Mexican forces de¬ 
feated a superior French invading army in a military encounter 
that subsequently ranked highly in national mythology. 

Gilly’s historical analogy proved uncannily apt—albeit in a 
manner contrary to his intentions. Just as the Mexican army 
could not prevent Mexico’s eventual defeat in 1863 at the hands 
of the French, the trade union had won the battle in 1987 but 
not the war. In response to major losses in its global business in 
the early nineties, VW set out to shed its character as a central¬ 
ized multinational whose peripheral plants secured emerging 
markets through models and production technologies no longer 
deemed cutting-edge in Western Europe. Instead, the company 
turned itself into a transnational car producer with more uni¬ 
form manufacturing standards whose global model range paid 
close attention to differences in regional demand patterns. This 
strategy assigned new importance to Volkswagen’s Mexican pro¬ 
duction site. Puebla’s appeal now derived much more from Mex¬ 
ico’s membership in NAFTA than from its status as a gateway to 
the domestic and Central American markets. To ready Puebla for 
the North American free trade area, Volkswagen initiated a host 
of changes, including major technological investments to prepare 
the plant to make models like the Jetta. To control costs and 
bring quality in line with international standards, VW introduced 
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new forms of labor organization on the basis of lean-production 
methods first developed in Japan that prioritized group-work 
approaches on the assembly line. 28 

While advancing its agenda of transformation, the manage¬ 
ment came to an agreement with Mexican union leaders in July 
1992 to modify the work contract in the plant in return for wage 
increases. The laborers, who had not been consulted about the 
contractual changes by the union negotiators, immediately sus¬ 
pected union corruption. Apart from the fact that members of 
the workforce were to lose seniority rights and receive pay in 
accordance with new performance criteria, workers were in¬ 
censed that the union had effectively relinquished its influence 
over work organization. A stipulation allowing subcontractors 
to perform maintenance work in the factory attracted particular 
ire because their arrival threw up the specter of wage deprecia¬ 
tion and future job losses. 29 

After the Mexican courts had declared a strike against the 
new labor contract illegal, Volkswagen was able to implement a 
measure that would have been unthinkable in Germany: it dis¬ 
missed all fourteen thousand Mexican workers. Although most 
were rehired, VW not only refused to reemploy the protest lead¬ 
ers, but insisted on new regulations that curbed union rights 
drastically. Unlike in 1987, the company emerged victorious 
from the conflict of 1992, paving the way for subsequent in¬ 
creases in annual auto production in Puebla from roughly 
188,500 in 1992 to 425,700 cars in 2000—during which time 
wages and benefits as part of total costs fell from 8 percent to 
around 4.5 percent. 30 

In the Federal Republic of Germany, meanwhile, tense indus¬ 
trial relations in Puebla received only limited coverage. To be 
sure, the antagonistic dynamics between management and work¬ 
ers in Puebla attracted the attention of the tageszeitung, a left¬ 
leaning daily sympathetic to economic critiques of neocolonial- 
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ism, as well as of the Frankfurter Rundschau, a national newspaper 
with close ties to the trade unions. But many other mainstream 
dailies and weeklies, including Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 
Siiddeutsche Zeitung, and Der Spiegel, either displayed little cu¬ 
riosity about conflict-ridden industrial relations in Puebla or 
covered these events in brief articles sympathetic to the com¬ 
pany. When President Richard von Weizsacker toured Volks¬ 
wagen’s Mexican production site as part of a state visit in Novem¬ 
ber 1992, the recent mass firings received no mention whatsoever. 
Instead, German reporters praised the works as an example of 
Mexican-German economic cooperation and stereotypically pro¬ 
claimed relations between both countries to be as cloudless as 
the sky over Mexico. That German criticism of Volkswagen’s busi¬ 
ness practices in the late 1980s and early 1990s emerged only in 
papers harboring suspicions about global capitalism as a matter 
of principle proved fortuitous for Volkswagen at home. As long 
as a large part of the German public remained unaware that VW’s 
Latin American operations relied on methods that were within 
Mexican law but would have been illegal in the Federal Repub¬ 
lic, the company ran no danger of losing its domestic reputation 
as one of Germany’s model employers. Silence about develop¬ 
ments in Mexico shielded the corporation from the stigma of 
worker exploitation and, by extension, helped the Beetle retain 
its iconic shine at home. 31 

Fractious labor relations in Puebla did little to diminish the ap¬ 
peal of Volkswagen’s most famous car in Mexico. More than 1.4 
million vochos left the factory in Puebla during its period of 
production between 1967 and 2003. The vochito’ s appeal across 
the social spectrum counts among its most striking features. 
People from many walks of life have owned and driven this ve¬ 
hicle, making it an integral part of Mexican society. As a result 
of its ability to straddle deep social divisions, the Beetle has 
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gained a firm reputation as Mexico’s first “carro del pueblo” or 
“car of the people”—a literal translation of the German word 
“Volkswagen.” 

Rather than as a consumer item for the country’s narrow so¬ 
cial elite, the vochito emerged as a car for much more ordinary 
Mexicans. The vehicle’s standing as an item for non-elite drivers 
dates to the sixties, when VW began to produce it in Puebla. At 
the time, General Motors and Ford dominated the Mexican 
market with so-called “standards” and compactos, larger auto¬ 
mobiles targeting an exclusive band of wealthy drivers. As the 
Mexican industry minister stated in 1967, the lower-priced Bee¬ 
tle filled a “gap” in Mexico’s automotive landscape because it 
targeted Mexico’s small urban middle class, which expanded 
only slowly. 32 Composed of independent as well as salaried pro¬ 
fessionals, managers, teachers, technicians, bureaucrats, and 
merchants, this heterogeneous social group grew from 9.4 per¬ 
cent of the population in 1960 to only 13.4 percent in 1980. In 
1970, the country’s leading car magazine Automundo still iden¬ 
tified the “unequal distribution of wealth and income” as the 
main obstacle facing the proliferation of the automobile in Mex¬ 
ico. At the time, a mere two hundred thousand Mexicans— 
or 0.4 percent of the overall population—commanded monthly 
incomes of between five thousand and ten thousand pesos re¬ 
quired to afford a small car. As a result, the Beetle attracted 
“professionals and managers in mid-level positions,” the maga¬ 
zine concluded. In the strictly limited auto market of the Mexi¬ 
can “miracle years,” the vochito became the automobile that 
brought car ownership to the slowly expanding middle class. As 
such, its proliferation on the streets not only reflected the social 
status of successful middle-class Mexicans but the country’s 
gradual economic progress at large. 33 

The Beetle remained a socially exclusive commodity into the 
eighties. Sales contracted substantially with the onset of the 
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country’s economic problems in 1982 that saw middle-class 
incomes erode dramatically. Only toward the end of the decade 
did the car come within reach of social circles beyond the profes¬ 
sional middle class. In August 1989, the Mexican government 
decreed that vehicles selling below 14 million pesos (roughly 
US$5,000) be eligible for substantial tax breaks. Volkswagen 
was the only manufacturer to react to this announcement, imple¬ 
menting a price cut of 20 percent to 13,750,000 pesos to “make 
cars more affordable in Mexico,” as the company declared in 
full-page newspaper ads. At a press conference, the president of 
VW de Mexico emphasized that the discount served to facilitate 
“the acquisition of an automobile for the wider population. To¬ 
gether, we are building a new era in Mexico.” Hoping that recent 
economic difficulties would not recur, VW affirmed its commit¬ 
ment to “a fairer Mexico and a more prosperous future for our 
children.” Even critical observers of Volkswagen regarded the 
fact that “the most popular vehicle has fallen in price” as a sig¬ 
nificant event. An economist who regularly advised the indepen¬ 
dent union at the Puebla plant acknowledged that “yes, here it is, 
the car for the poor.” Tax breaks and a short boom ensured that 
vocbo sales peaked at almost one hundred thousand in 1993. Its 
comparatively low price and tax incentives secured Volks¬ 
wagen’s classic a new market in the late eighties, extending its 
social appeal and literally prolonging its lease on life at the very 
time that the company was phasing it out in Western Europe. 
Persisting amid Mexico’s political and economic ups and downs, 
the vochito became a material fixture in everyday national life. 34 

While the Beetle’s long-standing presence may have turned it 
into an instantly familiar commodity for most Mexicans, it owed 
its adoption as a national automobile to more than its status 
as a quotidian item. Volkswagen indirectly supported the pro¬ 
cess of national appropriation through professional marketing 
campaigns. VW de Mexico delegated the creation of suitable 
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advertising material to Doyle Dane Bernbach, the agency also in 
charge of campaigns in the United States and West Germany. In 
1965, DDB opened a branch in Mexico, which soon established 
itself among the country’s top advertising businesses. At first, 
DDB mainly adapted campaigns from the United States to local 
requirements, a modification that required “detailed knowledge 
of the Mexican driver’s psychology,” as its Mexican director 
Teresa Struck explained in 1970. But from the mid-seventies, the 
agency also developed vocbito ads exclusively for the Mexican 
market. One such ad from the 1980s featured a photograph of a 
loaf of bread in the shape of a vocbo, declaring the vehicle to be 
as much part of everyday life as “daily bread” (el pan de cada 
dia). While adopting a clean, functionalist aesthetic that lent the 
Beetle an air of modernity, the ad associated the vehicle with a 
dietary staple that possessed foreign origins but had featured on 
daily menus since the 1940s when Mexican bakeries began the 
mass production of bread. DDB thus framed the car as a famil¬ 
iar, domesticated, and indispensable commodity. 35 

Rooted firmly beyond the social elite, the car’s reputation also 
profited from widespread awareness that Volkswagen maintained 
a large production site in the country. Over the years, the Ger¬ 
man company gained a high public profile on Mexico’s indus¬ 
trial landscape as its directors employed press contacts to em¬ 
phasize how their Mexican initiatives benefited the corporation 
and the country alike. The celebrations in September 1980 mark¬ 
ing the production of the one millionth car in Puebla provide a 
good case in point. After a gleaming red vocho had rolled off 
the assembly line to mark the jubilee, VW’s Mexican director 
Helmut Barschkis addressed an audience including a representa¬ 
tive of President Lopez Portillo, the governor of the state of 
Puebla, several European ambassadors, VW’s chairman Toni 
Schmiicker, and hundreds of workers. Although the company 
had faced difficult times, Barschkis assured his audience that he 
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had never “lost confidence because we have never been cheated.” 
He also praised “the strength of the hardworking Mexican. It is 
to his hands that we owe this wonderful triumph: the one mil¬ 
lionth VW produced in Mexico.” As he paid tribute to Mexico, 
Barschkis peppered his speech with reminders of VW’s contribu¬ 
tion to the Mexican economy through thousands of jobs and 
sizable investments, as well as production of over ninety thou¬ 
sand cars for export during the previous decade. According to 
official statistics, VW de Mexico ranked seventh among the 
country’s exporters. Barschkis thus painted his branch of Volks¬ 
wagen as an enterprise with a leading role in Mexico. 36 

Neither the strikes in Puebla nor the economic turmoil of the 
eighties undermined VW’s prominence in Mexico, as festivities 
staged in Mexico City in October 1990 illustrate. On this occa¬ 
sion, it was the simultaneous production of the one millionth 
Mexican Beetle and the two millionth car overall that prompted 
Mexican president Carlos Salinas de Gortari to host a reception 
for a party from Puebla including the state governor and VW de 
Mexico’s new director Martin Josephi, as well as VW dealers and 
workers. Josephi painted his enterprise in the brightest colors, 
mentioning its growing exports to North America and Europe, 
as well as its 28 percent share in the Mexican car market. Salinas 
for his part thanked the company for “dedicating itself to the 
nation’s development.” Neither forgot to pay tribute to the work¬ 
ers for their “daily extraordinary efforts” that ensured the com¬ 
pany’s competitiveness. 37 

While festive speeches at company jubilees glossed over the 
social and political tensions in Puebla, they did more than place 
a foreign company in the national limelight and cast it as an 
important element in Mexico’s industrial fabric. Speakers re¬ 
peatedly drew attention to the contribution of the workforce, 
thereby emphasizing that Mexicans left a profound imprint on 
VW’s products. An ad Volkswagen ran in 1977 provides the 
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most striking statement to this effect, as it aligned the vochito 
with one of the country’s best-known gastronomic dishes. Enti¬ 
tled “Don’t accept any mole,” the advertisement referred to the 
sweet and spicy, chocolate-based sauce for which Puebla is fa¬ 
mous all over Mexico and whose preparation demands great 
skill and patience. Below the tagline, the reader beheld a color 
photograph of a clay pot filled with a rich brown liquid simmer¬ 
ing over charcoals. The text beneath the photo explained how 
the clay pot had ended up in an auto ad: 

When one wants to make an authentic mole poblano, one cannot 
accept any substitutes since, as everyone knows, it is an incompa¬ 
rable dish, which is made with very special ingredients and re¬ 
quires a laborious preparation process that allows for no 
improvisation. 

In the same manner, when one wants a good car, made conscien¬ 
tiously and with the best parts, the necessary choice is a VW Bee¬ 
tle, which, by the way, is also produced in Puebla. .. . 

And the truth is, in Puebla, we are particularly proud of our 
mole . . . and of our VW Beetle . 38 

By pushing into the foreground the expertise of the Puebla 
workforce, the company underlined the car’s credentials as a 
properly Mexican product. Within the company, VW empha¬ 
sized “discipline, order, and cleanliness” as core values in day-to- 
day routines on the shop floor, thereby engendering a work cul¬ 
ture that struck many employees in Puebla as German. In its 
public relations material, however, VW de Mexico did not ex¬ 
plicitly paint the vochito as a commodity produced to specifica¬ 
tions imposed from the outside. Instead, it stressed how the ex¬ 
pertise of Mexican workers underpinned the vehicle’s appeal. If 
not in its original design, the vochito had become a Mexican 
automobile via Mexican quality workmanship. 
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While the extent to which VW succeeded in actively shaping 
public opinion through promotional drives and well-publicized 
jubilees remains unclear, some Mexicans disagreed with efforts 
to ascribe a Mexican national identity to the vochito. Skeptics 
readily acknowledged VW’s production site in the country as 
well as the car’s ubiquity as reasons for its cultural prominence, 
but argued that employing local workers is not enough to turn 
the vehicle into a product with Mexican qualities. The vochito’s 
initial German design and the German technology used in its 
production eclipsed the contribution of Mexican labor, one 
worker thought. Another argument against the Beetle’s inclusion 
among “typically Mexican” objects hinged on claims that, be¬ 
cause of its foreign origins, it “has nothing to do with our cul¬ 
ture,” as a skilled worker pointed out. This observer maintained 
that the car essentially remained a foreign object, no matter how 
widespread it may have become. 39 

Yet others begged to differ: “For me, the car is more Mexican 
than German because it was made by Mexicans,” explained a 
VW worker with considerable pride. It is not only those who 
had a hand in auto production who share this view. A vendor of 
street food in Mexico City volubly replied in the affirmative to 
the question whether the small rounded VW was Mexican. “The 
vochito is me!” he exclaimed agitatedly before providing the 
main reason for his assessment: “It is made in Mexico.” Mexi¬ 
cans also concurred that the car’s broad social appeal and wide 
proliferation had given it a special place in Mexican society. 
“Everybody had one,” another man exaggerated in an attempt 
to convey an impression of the car’s omnipresence in the early 
nineties. And even if one never owned a vochito, most people are 
likely to have ridden in it, not least since it was the main taxi 
vehicle all over the country until the mid-nineties. 40 

For many Mexicans, the vochito ’s technical features rest at the 
core of its supposed mexicanidad. As the company modified the 
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In Mexico, the VW became the ubiquitous vochito from the seventies to the 
nineties. Beetle taxis could still be seen on every street corner in Mexico City 
in 2008. Photograph by the author. 


vehicle by equipping it with a stronger engine, a new fuel injec¬ 
tion system that worked reliably at high altitudes, new brakes, 
a more effective suspension, and a catalytic converter, the car 
struck Mexicans as exceptionally sturdy and dependable. As 
early as 1971, Automundo ran an article that celebrated “the 
already mythical VW” for its “quality” and its “solid construc¬ 
tion.” Mexican drivers singled out the car’s reliability and its 
sturdiness as important factors for its success. Here was a car a 
driver could trust because, as another fan explained, it was as 
tough as “a small tank.” 41 

In many a Mexican’s eyes, these technical properties lent the 
vehicle a cultural affinity with central features of everyday life in 
Mexico. One driver, who recalled his VW as an “excellent auto,” 
deemed it a Mexican car because it did “not need much.” Owing 
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to its comparatively simple yet reliable technology, the Volks¬ 
wagen, he explained, was an ideal vehicle for a country with a 
rough infrastructure. The Beetle, in other words, proved a wor¬ 
thy match for Mexico’s hard conditions. A Mexican car joke 
exploits this theme for a punch line by relating the characteris¬ 
tics of drivers from different countries to their vehicles of choice. 

An American is driving along a lonely road in a Chrysler when he 
hears a funny noise. What does he do? He immediately stops and 
calls for road assistance on his cell phone. After 15 minutes, a tow 
truck shows up as well as a rental vehicle, in which the driver con¬ 
tinues his journey safely. 

A Japanese man is driving along a lonely road in his Toyota 
when he hears a funny noise. What does he do? He immediately 
stops, opens the hood and examines the engine carefully, discovers 
the fault, invents a solution, implements it, and continues his jour¬ 
ney safely. 

A Mexican is driving along a lonely road in his vochito when he 
hears a funny noise. What does he do? He takes a large sip from 
his beer bottle, turns his car radio to maximum volume, steps on 
the pedal, and continues his journey safely. 

While casting American cars as unreliable and Japanese vehicles 
as requiring qualified expert attention, the joke self-ironically 
portrays the vochito as a hardy, robust, unpretentious Mexican 
form of transport whose minor ailments were no cause for con¬ 
cern. The VW’s comparative plainness and robustness, then, 
struck Mexicans as attributes that highlighted a cultural similar¬ 
ity between life in their country and the car. Viewed from this 
angle, the Beetle was a tough, thick-skinned Mexican capable of 
handling both actual and metaphorical bumps in the road. 42 

For those affirming the car’s inherent mexicanidad, the vocho 
filled a vacuum in Mexican auto culture that resulted from the 
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absence of a popular vehicle made and initially designed in Mex¬ 
ico. While many in the United States regard the Ford Model T or 
the Cadillac as expressions of national technological creativity, 
and Britons revere the Morris Minor, Mexico lacks a direct au¬ 
tomotive equivalent to these models. The cars retailed in the 
country first materialized on drawing boards beyond its borders. 
To some extent, the vocho came to be embraced as a car with a 
Mexican national identity for lack of a better domestic alterna¬ 
tive. Moreover, the Beetle’s German roots possibly favored its 
cultural adoption as a Mexican commodity in a country in which 
most other cars possessed U.S. pedigrees. Compared with vehi¬ 
cles originating in the United States, the Beetle lacked the impe¬ 
rialist associations that many Mexicans attribute to their north¬ 
ern neighbor as a result of long-standing unequal power relations. 
While VW’s business practices were indeed occasionally de¬ 
nounced with references to Germany’s Nazi past, such invectives 
remained isolated and never developed anything remotely re¬ 
sembling the virulence of anti-yanqui rhetoric. Next to its pro¬ 
duction site in Puebla, its social proliferation over an extended 
period, and its technical characteristics, the vocho ’s German 
rather than U.S. origins may well have assisted its acceptance as 
a national product. 43 

Whether it is cast as an authentically national product or as 
a successful import, the stories Mexicans tell about the Beetle 
attest to its prominence in everyday life and its notable place in 
the recent past. Over the years the vochito has entered the 
stock of recollections many Mexicans share and become one of 
the sites of memory that affords a sense of national connected¬ 
ness. People from many walks of life readily make and remake 
stories that incorporate the Beetle in a collective body of expe¬ 
rience and that perpetuate the car’s prominence in the national 
imagination. 44 
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A central theme in such stories is the car’s capacity to undergo 
simple yet imaginative repairs. Being able to fix the car them¬ 
selves without complicated tools and elaborate components pro¬ 
vided a crucial prerequisite for success in a country where many 
drivers had little money, roads were frequently rough, and small 
workshops could not always be trusted to offer good service. 
Mexican owners relished stories about how, after breakdowns, 
they returned their cars to working order through the simplest 
aids imaginable, including pieces of string, rubber bands, and 
bits of wire. One aficionado ended a spirited exchange on the 
subject with a neighbor by declaring: “When it ran out of gas, 
you could run it on water!” As these tales credit Mexican drivers 
with the talent to solve automotive difficulties resourcefully de¬ 
spite material constraints, they highlight common experiences 
and cast the Volkswagen as a simple car ideally suited for a 
challenging automotive environment. 45 

That many memories of the vochito are essentially private and 
lack an overt political dimension does not undermine their col¬ 
lective potency. The absence of political themes may well allow 
Beetle anecdotes to overarch the deep ideological chasms sepa¬ 
rating the Left and Right in Mexico. The car and stories about it 
rank among the common cultural reference points that fail to 
arouse political discord and are thus a precondition for a shared 
sense of national identity. Nor should one assume that all per¬ 
sonal anecdotes need to be altogether truthful to fuel the collec¬ 
tive and private imagination. Often, their effectiveness depends 
primarily on the verve with which they are told to sympathetic 
listeners. “The vochito was a great car for sex,” one former 
owner recalled in a conversation about the vehicle as a commod¬ 
ity with Mexican traits. When asked how this statement related 
to the topic at hand, he elaborated: “It is not just that many vo- 
chitos were made in Mexico: many Mexicans were also made in 
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The shell of a vocho parked next to a 
private home in the Mexican coastal 
town of Puerto Angel. The car's com¬ 
paratively simple engineering charac¬ 
teristics allowed drivers to fix and mod¬ 
ify their vehicles themselves. Having 
reached the end of its life, this vocho 
has been scavenged for parts. Photo 
graph by the author. 


vochitos.” While it is impossible to verify what people were up 
to in their little cars, the assertion illustrates how talk of the 
Beetle readily conjures up recollections and how deeply woven 
it is into Mexican collective memory as a versatile everyday 
object. In light of the car’s public prominence and private signifi¬ 
cance, it is no surprise that many drivers regard the Volkswagen 
as much more than a functional means of transport. Some shower 
it with declarations of love, and others admire it as a “world 
wonder.” One aficionado who bought twelve VWs throughout 
his life was moved to say, “I have a vocbito in my heart.” 46 

Even line workers in the factory in Puebla, who regarded their 
employer’s conduct with highly critical eyes, greeted Volkswagen 
de Mexico’s decision to end production of the automotive classic 
in 2003 with profound regret. While the management continued 
to manufacture the vocbito despite falling sales after the mid¬ 
nineties, it refrained from further investments in the production 
line and conducted reviews into the vocbito ’s future every two 
years. By the turn of the millennium, the old model proved in- 
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creasingly uncompetitive. Nissan’s popular four-door sedan Tsuru 
in particular had provided drivers with a more highly powered 
and comfortable alternative to the small rounded VW since the 
late eighties. On July 30, 2003, the final curtain fell on Beetle 
production in Puebla as the last model left the assembly line to 
mournful tunes played by a mariachi band in full regalia. For a 
worker who had entered the factory in 1979, it was an event 
that changed the entire character of his workplace. “Without the 
vocbo, the factory was like a bakery without rolls,” he stated. 
Rather than include a car among its product range that its own 
laborers could afford, from that point on Volkswagen de Mexico 
only made models like the Jetta and the retro vehicle known as 
the “New Beetle,” which were aimed at higher market segments, 
often for the U.S. market. Some of the sympathy the Beetle still 
commands undoubtedly derives from memories of the car as an 
automobile for ordinary Mexicans. 47 

Since 2003, the vochito has begun to turn into an object of 
nostalgia. Workers at the plant in Puebla have expressed their 
sense of loss by christening the building where the last Beetles 
had been produced the “hall of tears” (nave de lagrimas). A 
worker who witnessed the end of Beetle production with sadness 
acquired a used model soon after. “Adorable, nice” were adjec¬ 
tives he considered suitable for a cherished possession he vowed 
never to sell. This desire literally to hold on to the vocho is by no 
means restricted to workers. Although the car was still a ubiqui¬ 
tous sight on Mexico’s roads half a decade after manufacture 
ceased, a sense of imminent loss was beginning to surround it. 
The “ultima edicion” that VW de Mexico designed in 2003 to 
commemorate the vochito ’s end not only sold out immediately, 
but quickly turned into an expensive collector’s item. In 2008, 
well-kept models were advertised for 120,000 pesos or roughly 
US$12,000, a price only affluent Mexicans could contemplate. 
The prospect of its absence thus spurred both wealthy and less 
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The last Beetle rolls off the line in Puebla in July 2003, to the tunes of a maria- 
chi band. As befits a vehicle widely venerated in Mexico as a typically Mexi¬ 
can automobile, the final vochito is crowned with a sombrero. Courtesy of Volts- 
wagen Aktiengesellschaft. 


wealthy Mexicans alike to buy their own “carro del pueblo” be¬ 
fore it eventually disappears from the road. 48 

Despite its foreign origins, the vochito has gained a solid reputa¬ 
tion as a typically Mexican car. As it met with commercial suc¬ 
cess across the planet, the Beetle achieved a rare feat in the world 
of global commodities. In addition to finding its commercial and 
cultural place in various markets like countless other export 
articles, it has turned into a vehicle with multiple nationalities. 
By the time production ended, Mexicans, like West Germans, 
revered the car as a national icon—and they were not the only 
ones to do so, because Brazilians cherish the car in a similar vein. 

In Mexico, the Beetle’s adoption as a national commodity was 
closely linked to Volkswagen’s determination to succeed in inter¬ 
national markets. This ambition, which enjoyed active support 
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from the government of the Federal Republic, cast the German 
car maker as an agent of globalization that tackled the numer¬ 
ous difficulties presented by its Mexican operations with consid¬ 
erable energy and stamina. Deemed a lucrative future market in 
the mid-sixties, Mexico proved a difficult business environment 
as the company struggled with limited demand, economic poli¬ 
cies favoring state interventionism into the seventies, and subse¬ 
quent commercial volatility. Although it secured the goodwill of 
successive Mexican administrations, VW could not prevent an 
independent trade union from emerging in 1972 that defended 
workers’ rights and wages effectively over the next two decades, 
at times embroiling VW in deeply contentious labor conflicts. 
Only in 1992 did the company scale back union influence after 
seizing the chance to lay off the entire workforce temporarily, 
a drastic measure buttressing the introduction of post-Fordist 
production methods as well as Puebla’s new strategic position as 
a manufacturing center for North American markets. 

VW’s decision to maintain a factory in Puebla proved crucial 
for the vochito ’s adoption as an unofficial national treasure. Ex¬ 
ecutives, politicians, and ordinary citizens extolled the vehicle as 
a quality product “made in Mexico,” whose simplicity and stur¬ 
diness rendered it ideal for the country’s demanding physical 
terrain. Because of its comparatively low price, the vocho gradu¬ 
ally extended car ownership beyond the country’s elite via the 
middle class to citizens further along the social scale. Manufac¬ 
tured in the country for fellow countrymen, the vocho became 
the carro del pueblo whose technical characteristics appeared to 
lend the automobile a cultural affinity with everyday life in the 
country. Viewed from this perspective, it was the vochito ’s mexi- 
canidad that allowed the car to function in Mexico’s challenging 
automotive environment. 

Despite its adoption as a Mexican car, the vocho nonetheless 
bears the imprint of capitalism’s global inequities. While VW’s 


290 


The People's Car 


skilled workers fared exceptionally well, relatively speaking, and 
commanded good wages and benefits, the campesinos on whose 
erstwhile communal land the factory stands to this day never 
received financial compensation for losses stemming from the 
actions of a local government keen to attract a foreign car manu¬ 
facturer. VW employees in unskilled and semiskilled positions, 
meanwhile, earned higher incomes than colleagues in other local 
industries, but their pay levels remained modest by international 
standards. Twenty years after the factory first opened its gates, the 
daily wages of VW’s Mexican line workers stood nowhere near 
hourly pay rates in Wolfsburg. Moreover, the laborers at Volks¬ 
wagen de Mexico did not owe their limited economic gains to 
their employer’s generosity but to trade union activism. In other 
words, the fact that the incomes at VW in Puebla stood above the 
Mexican national average cannot be attributed to wealth creation 
mechanisms inherent in global capitalism but derived from work¬ 
ers’ assertiveness. 

In light of the repeated ups and downs that have characterized 
Mexico’s recent economic history, the Beetle’s ascent to iconic 
status in Mexico can thus by no means be told as a straightfor¬ 
ward success story. Far more fitting is a nonlinear narrative simi¬ 
lar to that of the video installation Rehearsal I (Ensayo I) by 
Francis Alys, a Belgian artist who has worked in Mexico since 
1987. Filmed in Tijuana in 1999, Rehearsal I depicts a bright-red 
Beetle that hurtles up a steep dirt road lined by houses in various 
states of repair to the sound of a mariachi band rehearsing the 
tune “El pendulo.” Every time the musicians interrupt their play, 
the car rolls back to the bottom of the slope, only to begin its up¬ 
ward journey afresh when the band resumes the tune. For almost 
half an hour, the vehicle valiantly reaches for the top, “never suc¬ 
ceeding,” as the scenario that accompanies the installation states. 
Alys describes the Sisyphus-like exertion in Rehearsal I as “a story 
of struggle rather than achievement,” adding that this work en- 
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capsulates “a Latin American development principle” of move¬ 
ment devoid of meaningful progress: “3 steps ahead, 2 steps 
backwards, 1 step ahead, 2 steps backwards.” For Alys, the Bee¬ 
tle’s journey up and down the hill ultimately acts as “a metaphor 
for Mexico’s ambiguous affair with modernity.” 49 

Four years after Alys first exhibited Rehearsal I, the last vochito 
rolled off the line in Puebla. Mexicans greeted this event in 2003 
with profound regret, but it did not mark the end of the Beetle’s 
commodity life. On the contrary: five years before the ultima 
edicion left Puebla, VW had presented a new car to the world that 
openly played on the historical mystique surrounding its first and 
by now classic model. Sharing no engineering characteristics with 
its illustrious predecessor, it was nonetheless immediately recog¬ 
nizable as a “New Beetle” that rode a global wave of nostalgia for 
VW’s first model. 


8 


Of Beetles Old and New 


“No chrome. No horsepower. Foreign.” Thus runs the dismissive 
verdict of advertising executive Salvatore Romano upon scruti¬ 
nizing a Volkswagen ad during a business meeting at fictional 
agency Sterling Cooper in the contemporary hit television se¬ 
ries Mad Men, set in 1960. “They did one last year, same kind of 
smirk. Remember ‘Think Small.’ It was a half-page ad and full- 
page buy. You could barely see the product,” a colleague shakes 
his head, only to be contradicted by Pete Campbell, one of the 
show’s personifications of competitive ambition: “Honesty. I 
think it’s a great angle. . . . It’s funny. I think it’s brilliant.” After 
several further exchanges, Donald Draper, Sterling Cooper’s cre¬ 
ative supremo, shuts down the meandering discussion. “Say 
what you want. Love it or hate it. We’ve been talking about it for 
the last fifteen minutes.” 1 

Focusing on its diminutive, unflashy proportions as well as 
Doyle Dane Bernbach’s noteworthy promotional campaign, the 
Beetle’s cameo appearance in Mad Men serves as an indicator of 
the high cultural profile the car has retained in the United States 
decades after Volkswagen ended imports. For a 2007 television 
show whose appeal hinges on evoking the flair of the sixties, the 
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Beetle provides as much an indispensable period detail as the 
Cadillac Coupe de Ville Donald Draper acquires in a later epi¬ 
sode. In the contemporary United States, the small “Volks” func¬ 
tions as an object of historical memory that allows us to invoke 
significant aspects of the past. Of course, the Beetle’s status as a 
site of memory is by no means restricted to the United States, 
extending as it does to other nations where it achieved sales suc¬ 
cess. A cursory glance at the covers of German-authored books 
dealing with West German history after 1945 confirms that the 
Beetle has ranked among the Federal Republic’s most prominent 
symbols well beyond the 1990s. Yet even in countries like Great 
Britain, where the car never enjoyed major commercial success, 
the media have used it to conjure up the recent past. The opening 
scene of the BBC’s award-winning series Life on Mars (2006) 
shows its protagonist, who has mysteriously traveled back in 
time from post-millennium Manchester to the year 1973 after 
a car accident, stumbling through a thoroughly transformed 
cityscape in a state of shock before he disbelievingly stares at 
his own reflection—in the sideview mirror of an olive-green 
Volkswagen. 2 

The Beetle’s popularity as a historical prop in the contempo¬ 
rary media illustrates its continuing cultural salience long after it 
disappeared from dealerships in Western Europe and the United 
States. The car once made in Wolfsburg stands tall among the 
industrial products that have succeeded in extending their com¬ 
modity lives beyond the period when they were in mass use. Al¬ 
though critics have often berated affluent societies for cultivating 
throwaway mentalities that derive from the West’s fetishization of 
innovation and economic growth, numerous artifacts have 
avoided history’s dust heaps once they exhausted their apparent 
usefulness. Frequently safeguarded by collectors, restorers, and 
others holding old things in high regard, countless objects of 
mass production ranging from postage stamps, furniture, and 
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corkscrews to beer coasters and birdcages have emerged as items 
worthy of preservation. This urge to keep the commodities of 
the past amid a whirlwind of change has accompanied innova¬ 
tion’s thrills and upheavals, manifesting itself in what one scholar 
described as the “transubstantiation of junk.” People often as¬ 
cribe historical significance to objects that link them to their 
own personal past. The Volkswagen is one of the more promi¬ 
nent historically charged commodities that gesture back in time 
in present-day Western societies. 3 

The deeply emotive impulses that underlie the first VW’s con¬ 
tinuing appeal are particularly conspicuous in the international 
scene of fans who own and drive old Beetles. Investing consider¬ 
able portions of their disposable income as well as spare time in 
their small cars, these proprietors of old Volkswagens cherish 
intimate bonds with their historical automobiles. Their meets 
and festivals attract large crowds of spectators in Western Europe 
and the United States during the summer months. The scene of 
Beetle aficionados testifies to the first Volkswagen’s lasting prom¬ 
inence in international popular culture and to its ability to elicit 
overwhelmingly affectionate reactions and memories among broad 
sections of the population. 

Volkswagen’s successful launch of a car under the moniker 
“New Beetle” in the nineties revealed the extent to which auto¬ 
makers stood to reap substantial commercial benefits from the 
aura that enshrouds iconic automobiles. While this vehicle shares 
nothing in terms of engineering features with the original, its shape 
consciously evokes the classic by copying its distinctive silhou¬ 
ette. The idea to make a new Beetle had to overcome skepticism 
at the company’s German headquarters before turning into the 
first among a growing number of retro cars that have appeared 
on auto markets since the turn of the millennium. Beyond high¬ 
lighting the commercial potential of the past, the new vehicle 
draws attention to the international profile the first Volkswagen 
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has secured during the second half of the twentieth century. 
Based on an old classic, this retro vehicle was specifically aimed 
at a non-German market, developed by an international team of 
designers and engineers, and manufactured outside Germany. In 
other words, by the time the New Beetle hit dealerships in 1998, 
it already possessed a thoroughly international pedigree that re¬ 
flected the original’s global success as well as Volkswagen’s evo¬ 
lution into a transnational corporation. Investigating the scene 
of old Beetle fans in conjunction with the developments behind 
the New Beetle brings into view multifarious cultural and eco¬ 
nomic factors that have extended the first Volkswagen’s com¬ 
modity life in affluent societies on both sides of the Atlantic far 
beyond the period of its everyday mass use. 

The profound affection continuing to surround the old Beetle 
long after sales officially ceased manifests itself most strikingly 
in the open-air meets that take place across much of Western 
Europe and North America during summer weekends. Organized 
by clubs bringing together owners of VWs, these events display 
lovingly restored specimens of the company’s first model as well 
as versions that have undergone substantial and at times stun¬ 
ning alterations. Just like the cars on display, Beetle meets come 
in numerous shapes and sizes. While some gatherings remain in¬ 
timate affairs with fewer than a hundred automobiles, five- 
figure-strong crowds of spectators flock to the well-publicized, 
all-weekend festivals that feature speed competitions, awards for 
show cars, markets for spare parts, and extensive entertainment 
programs including rock concerts, comedy nights, and discos. In 
the new millennium’s second decade, the historical Beetle scene 
shows no signs of running out of gas. In 2010, over three thou¬ 
sand drivers of old VWs thronged the “Maikafer” meet in 
Hanover, one of the largest German gatherings staged each May. 
Meanwhile, “Bug Jam,” which takes place at the Santa Pod 
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racetrack in Northamptonshire, roughly sixty miles north of 
London, claims to be the largest Beetle-related event in the 
world. Having attracted forty thousand spectators in 2007, this 
three-day festivity fully lived up to its name four years later 
when the organizers were forced to discourage numerous fans 
from traveling to the site amid fears of traffic jams in the English 
countryside. 4 

By 2010, many meets and the societies organizing them had 
been in existence for well over two decades. Vintage Volkswagen 
Club of America, an umbrella organization bringing together 
societies across the nation, goes back to 1976. A year later, a group 
of West German enthusiasts toyed with the idea of founding a 
Beetle club, turning it into reality in 1981. Bug Jam first opened 
its gates in 1987. The emergence of associational networks and 
festivals dedicated to the Beetle coincided with the end of its pro¬ 
duction in West Germany and withdrawal from the European 
and North American markets. To the same degree that the car 
became dated in the automotive mass markets in Western Eu¬ 
rope and North America, a sizable social minority began to trea¬ 
sure it as a precious historical possession. 5 

The people who take to the Beetle as a historical artifact hail 
from diverse backgrounds. Some fans are wealthy, self-confessed 
“car nuts” who include their Volkswagens in sizable, expensive 
car collections, but most owners command far more modest fi¬ 
nancial resources. A retired auto mechanic, a glazier, a postman, 
an electrician, a social care worker, a teacher, and a university- 
educated electrical engineer count among the Beetle aficionados 
the author encountered at meets in the UK and Germany. 6 While 
male owners significantly outnumber their female counterparts, 
the old Beetle scene covers a wide social spectrum spanning the 
ages of twenty-two to seventy-five. Given its social and genera¬ 
tional breadth, the scene is not shaped by a distinctive outlook 
on life or similar aesthetic preferences that characterize subcul- 


Of Beetles Old and New 


297 


tures in a strict sense. 7 Some members form long-lasting friend¬ 
ships at meets, but most enthusiasts are primarily motivated by 
curiosity about the cars on display. VW aficionados thus form a 
loosely knit community that revolves around the fascination for 
an automobile. 8 

The scene’s social breadth reflects the comparative affordabil¬ 
ity that distinguishes the Volkswagen from many highly prized 
classic cars. In 2006, a British owner offered his “good, solid” 
and “totally original” vintage vehicle from 1955 for £3,500 
(US$5,500), while a well-maintained 1973 model was available 
for £2,250 (US$3,600). Ten years earlier, a driving school in¬ 
structor from Nuremberg purchased his 1971 Beetle for a mere 
DM500 (US$360). Although prices have risen in the first decade 
of the new millennium as supplies have inevitably begun to dry 
up, the first Volkswagen continues to count among the more 
affordable classic automobiles. The ready availability of spare 
parts at reasonable cost provides another reason why people 
with comparatively limited means opt for the Beetle. “I have a 
friend who has an old Mini Cooper,” a female German child-care 
worker explained in 2011. “Of course, the Mini is a nice car, but 
it is nightmarish and very expensive to get parts for it. The spares 
for the Beetle are far cheaper.” The steady supply of replacement 
components does not exclusively derive from a highly developed 
trade in parts scavenged from countless old models that are on 
offer online and at “swap meets” at Beetle conventions. Rather, 
REFA Mexicana, a Puebla-based company situated across the 
road from VW’s Mexican factory, continues to turn out thou¬ 
sands of doors, fenders, chassis, bumpers, and more, often using 
the decades-old stamps once operated in Wolfsburg. While most 
of REFA’s products are aimed at Latin American markets, Volks¬ 
wagen, which distributes the spares worldwide, ensures that 
Western European and North American drivers receive what they 
need. In 2008, an end to inexpensive Beetle parts was nowhere 
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in sight as a REFA manager expected his company to produce 
them for another twenty years. 9 

Notwithstanding its relatively modest price, an old Volks¬ 
wagen requires significant investments. Beyond money, fans liber¬ 
ally pour time and emotion into their old Beetles to ensure they 
remain in working order. Some drivers spend over twenty-five 
hours a month on their VW. For them, the car’s comparatively 
simple technology is one of its main attractions because it allows 
owners to perform many repairs and routine maintenance them¬ 
selves. In addition to helping owners cut down on costs, the first 
Volkswagen’s technological accessibility offers opportunities to 
display dedication and affection to the car. Although performing 
repairs can be a frustrating business, lavishing mechanical atten¬ 
tion on an aging car also yields considerable satisfaction. “I am 
happiest when everything has turned out just the way I imagined 
it,” one owner stated. Others consider certain interventions like 
removing the engine out of curiosity as a rite of passage that 
marks them as fully paid-up members of the VW drivers’ com¬ 
munity. “I thought you simply have to do that once as a Beetle 
owner,” stated a German fan. 10 

While proprietors who can’t perform their own repairs take 
their vehicle to a specialized workshop or rely on help from 
friends, most owners ensure their cars remain in good shape. 
Practically all men and women with an old Beetle in their garage 
are vigilantly on the outlook for any new spots of rust. “One per¬ 
manently has to stay on one’s toes or it rusts away under one’s 
hands,” said one woman describing her battle against the Bee¬ 
tle’s prime enemy all over the world. Concern about symptoms 
of mechanical decay is widespread among aficionados. “You 
tend to worry about every little knocking noise you hear,” a Brit¬ 
ish devotee noted. “Constantly paranoid that something will go 
wrong.” Statements like these are reminders that many Beetles 
are over forty years old and, even given the vehicle’s fabled 
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stamina and durability, have far outlived their typical life expec¬ 
tancy. Owners shower their automotive treasures with repairs, 
maintenance, and worry in equal measure. 11 

While the thousands of historical cars congregating at big 
meets were initially standardized products of Fordism, it is highly 
unlikely that two vehicles on show at any Beetle convention will 
be alike. “I like the fact that although there were 20-plus million 
of them made, you rarely see two of the same. I’ve never seen a 
car the same as my own,” stated the British driver of a 1965 
model featuring a lime and white paint job, lowered suspension, 
and a “race-spec engine.” Over recent decades, a wide variety of 
styles has sprung up as owners have modified and restored ve¬ 
hicles in accordance with personal tastes. Many proprietors treat 
the Beetle as a canvas on which they paint in accordance with 
their aesthetic and technical predilections. In some cases, this 
process of creation can take years when owners opt to transform 
a low-priced “wreck” into a shiny display item. To complete this 
task, which requires skill, knowledge, imagination, discipline, 
dedication, and cash, many members of the scene at least tempo¬ 
rarily make the Beetle the center point of their spare time. Like 
many hobbies, an old VW is very serious fun. “My other hobby 
is my daughter,” a married German craftsman jokingly replied 
when asked how much energy he dedicates to his VW. Others 
self-ironically draw on the language of pathology to characterize 
their fascination with the car. In the words of an auto mechanic 
from Connecticut, the old Beetle “is not a hobby—it’s an 
addiction.” 12 

For the majority of enthusiasts, the Beetle is anything but an 
object they wish to display through daily use. To be sure, there 
are fans who arrive at a Beetle meet with their daily rides, but 
they are vastly outnumbered by those for whom taking their 
vehicle out for a spin is a special occasion. One elderly man at¬ 
tending the gathering in Nuremberg in 2011 decided against 
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driving there in his old Beetle because the clouds in the sky sug¬ 
gested rain. Since he was keen to discuss his vehicle with other 
owners, he had brought a small photo album, of the kind fre¬ 
quently used by young parents for baby snapshots, to give fellow 
devotees an impression of the treasure he had left safe in his ga¬ 
rage. The desire to shield the car from any possible decay moti¬ 
vates such cautious behavior, leading many to drive their auto¬ 
mobiles for no more than three hundred to five hundred miles a 
year. 13 

The types of Beetles that make up the scene are too manifold to 
be covered in detail here. On one end of the spectrum stand the 
vehicles that, while retaining the old VW’s instantly recognizable 
body shape, intentionally incorporate alterations that mark them 
as distinctive creations. The possibilities for modifications are al¬ 
most limitless. Stripping the car of mudguards and fenders, replac¬ 
ing its original hood, fitting wider front and rear axles, lowering 
or altogether removing the roof, and decorating the body with 
new accessories and colorful paint jobs count among the interven¬ 
tions that accelerate many a fan’s pulse. Enlarging engine capacity 
and installing a firmer suspension to enhance the car’s speed and 
performance are alterations dating to the hot-rod scene in South¬ 
ern California during the 1950s. It is therefore no coincidence that 
the most popular style for sporty, fast bugs across the world is the 
“Cal Look” that harks back to the young men who, in the words 
of an early Californian VW tuner, aimed to make their “car as fast 
as possible while spending the least amount of money.” 14 

Since the mid-seventies, the “Cal Look” has been characterized 
by informal and at times contested conventions that can include 
modified front and rear suspensions to lower the car’s nose; the 
removal of chrome detailing, including bumpers; new paint jobs; 
shiny rims with five- and eight-spoke designs; and the installa¬ 
tion of a high-performance engine. With their emphasis on speed, 
power, and ostentation, Cal Look Beetles contrast starkly in 
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A "Cal Look" Beetle gleaming at a meeting of British VW enthusiasts in 
2012. The vehicle sports a lowered front suspension, five-spoke rims, push 
bars (instead of bumpers), and virtually no chrome detailing. Photograph by the 
author. 


aesthetic and technical terms with the original’s plain appearance, 
modest acceleration, and slow speed. Cal Look thus displays 
qualities Susan Sontag long ago identified as “camp.” Relying on 
highly stylized “artifice and exaggeration,” a Beetle in full Cal 
Look drag displays “a strong love of the unnatural” as it seeks to 
turn itself into a high-performance vehicle that appears more at 
home on a racing strip than in a suburban driveway. 15 

On the opposite end of the spectrum of the old Beetle collec¬ 
tors operate enthusiasts with the ambition of driving a car whose 
technical and aesthetic features are identical to those found in 
the Volkswagen produced in a given model year. VW fanzines 
are full of admiring articles for those “making sure the car stayed 
original” by hunting for replacement parts, researching color 
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schemes, and finding fabrics whose patterns exactly resemble 
those used as far back as the fifties. While an owner’s standing 
among the old Beetle community can be linked to the age of his 
car, fans of restored VWs are first and foremost motivated by a 
deeply antiquarian desire for historical authenticity. In some for¬ 
tuitous cases, faithfully preserving or re-creating a historical car 
allows aficionados to collapse past and present, thereby stepping 
back in time. An American devotee who encountered a pristine, 
“gleaming black” Beetle from 1970 that had hardly left its ga¬ 
rage for almost two decades could barely contain himself in 
1998: “The car was even better than I had imagined. ... It was 
quite literally like looking at a Bug on the dealer showroom 
floor—in 1970. Restored Bugs will come and restored Bugs will 
go, but I knew HERE was the REAL DEAL, exactly like Wolfs¬ 
burg had intended.” Seemingly untouched by time, faithfully re¬ 
stored and carefully preserved automobiles thus derive their 
attractiveness from importing an object from the past into the 
present. In short, they seem to make history come to life. 16 

No matter whether their cars testify to a predilection for styl¬ 
ized artifice or a desire for historical authenticity, Beetle owners 
are united by a sense of distinctiveness. Although the scene is a 
broad church open to numerous aesthetic and technological styles, 
there exists an article of faith virtually all worshipers adhere to— 
namely that the engine needs to remain air-cooled and situated in 
the back. These technical features distinguish the Beetle from 
other historical as well as contemporary automobiles, as does the 
Bug’s universally recognizable and profoundly idiosyncratic sil¬ 
houette. “It’s different,” several German and British owners re¬ 
plied when asked what they liked best about their Beetle, fre¬ 
quently adding that they “love the shape.” In a contemporary 
automotive culture dominated exclusively by far larger, often 
boxy cars with water-cooled front engines, many agree that the 
Beetle’s form makes it a “cool” and “fun” vehicle. 17 
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Numerous owners prize their Beetle because it allows them to 
step beyond quotidian concerns and worries, not least those re¬ 
lated to their professional lives. Like many other hobbies, own¬ 
ing an old VW is a “self-chosen, self-directed activity” that in¬ 
volves “an autonomous kind of ‘work’ performed for its own 
sake at a self-determined pace” and offers relief from the alienat¬ 
ing pressures permeating the occupational world. 18 An old Volks¬ 
wagen is not simply a possession; buying, restoring, tuning, and 
maintaining a Beetle grants a sphere of autonomy foreclosed in 
other parts of daily life. For some, the car literally functions as 
an escape pod—and not just when they tinker with it or take it 
for spin. A German driving school instructor cherishes his vin¬ 
tage VW from 1971 as a shell into which he retreats when the 
demands of his job threaten to overwhelm him: “When it’s been 
really hectic all day long, I sometimes simply sit in the Beetle 
when I get home. A quarter of an hour, half an hour. I feel better 
then. It’s such a familiar surrounding. It gives you a sense of being 
at home, the smell, too.” For some owners, the Beetle is an inte¬ 
gral component of their domestic comfort zone. The modest 
tempo at which many first Volkswagens travel enhances the car’s 
regenerative effects. “It’s a different kind of driving, far slower. 
You can really see what’s beside the road,” a retiree explained his 
enjoyment before contrasting it with “today’s cars, with their en¬ 
gines, you really don’t get that.” Small wonder, then, that several 
enthusiasts simply describe a drive in a Beetle as “relaxing.” 19 

Beyond providing a temporary escape from everyday cares, 
old VWs are often regarded by their owners as a token of bio¬ 
graphical continuity. In Great Britain, where the Bug never at¬ 
tained a large market share, collectors claim to be attracted 
primarily by the car’s shape or simply state that they had “wanted 
a Beetle from a young age.” In Germany, however, owners fre¬ 
quently identify the long-standing presence of a VW within their 
family as an important source of their ongoing fascination. The 
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driving school instructor recalled that his father, a mailman, had 
removed the front passenger seat from the Beetle so that it could 
simultaneously serve as delivery vehicle, with space for his letter 
bag, as well as a family car. When the family took a ride in it, 
“my mum sat on a wooden box next to my dad,” he noted. Oth¬ 
ers attribute their attachment to the fact that a small round VW 
was their first automobile or that it reminds them of noteworthy 
personal events. While a man in his late sixties remained unwill¬ 
ing to detail which “memories of youth” the sight of the car 
brought back, a female child-care worker, who drives her purple 
specimen on an everyday basis, was considerably more forth¬ 
coming: “The Beetle is a big memento of my beautiful, wild 
youth. I had my first kiss in a Beetle.” 20 

The scene devoted to old VWs is permeated by nostalgic, wist¬ 
ful motifs as the car takes owners back to joys that lie irretriev¬ 
ably in the past. Nonetheless, private nostalgia among Beetle 
enthusiasts tends to stop short of full-blown melancholia. While 
undoubtedly conjuring up bittersweet memories, Beetles connect 
proprietors to their individual histories and inject a sense of con¬ 
tinuity into their biographies. For those who laboriously restore 
their cars or tinker with them repeatedly, the vehicle itself be¬ 
comes an autobiographical fixture about which they can tell 
numerous anecdotes. For many owners, the Beetle functions as 
an object that simultaneously articulates nostalgic sentiments 
and reinforces a sense of autobiographical coherence. 21 

Next to the eminent personal significance Beetles can assume, 
their roots in the Third Reich pale into significance. British en¬ 
thusiasts are either not “bothered” by the car’s political origins 
or, while paying no attention to wider ideological issues, state 
that the vehicle “seems like the only good idea Hitler had.” Nor 
do owners in the Federal Republic of Germany, where the criti¬ 
cal memorialization of the Third Reich and the Holocaust has 
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long provided crucial foundations for a democratic public cul¬ 
ture, connect the first VW with the Nazi period. Instead, they 
point out that the Beetle has turned into an “international car” 
or that it had its “heyday” only in the fifties and sixties. Not 
even at the 2011 Beetle meet in Nuremberg, which took place, 
as it had ever since the late 1980s, in front of the main grand¬ 
stand of the former Nazi Party rallying grounds, did the histori¬ 
cally laden location trigger reflections on the car’s origins under 
fascism. That visitors admire historical Beetles less than a hun¬ 
dred yards from where Hitler once delivered speeches ought not 
to be mistaken for hidden Nazi sympathies. Rather than 
choose the former party rallying grounds, “Kaferteam Niirn- 
berg,” the organizer of the occasion, was assigned the site by 
the city administration, which has used the vast space over the 
decades for countless outdoor events, including motor racing 
and rock concerts featuring U2 and Pink Floyd. Kaferteam 
also ensured that a professional historian was available to 
provide a two-hour, highly informative tour across the party 
arena. 22 

Although the vast majority of Beetle fans share absolutely no 
affinities with the extreme Right, one German interviewee none¬ 
theless estimated that around “3 to 6 percent of the scene are 
made up of political die-hards.” Germans are not the only ones 
who are not altogether immune to the National Socialist appeal. 
Operating out of Newport, California, Blitzkrieg Racing offers a 
clothing range, skateboards, parts, and stickers adorned with 
visual symbols that are unmistakably inspired by National So¬ 
cialism. With the Iron Cross as the brand’s signature ornament, 
Blitzkrieg Racing also retails adhesive stickers in black and white 
featuring the eagle of the Wehrmacht as well as SS runes. Mean¬ 
while, one of the oldest and most prestigious tuning clubs in 
Southern California continues to operate under the name “Der 
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Beetles parked in front of the grandstand in the former party rally grounds 
during the 201 1 meet in Nuremberg. Aware of the historically charged loca¬ 
tion, the organizers offered critical tours of the site, which the city of Nurem¬ 
berg uses for numerous outdoor events. Photograph by the author. 


kleiner Panzers” (The Little Tank) and employs as its emblem a 
Wehrmacht eagle whose claws clutch a VW logo instead of the 
swastika. Neither Blitzkrieg Racing nor Der kleine Panzers 
overtly refers to or propagates Nazi ideas. Nonetheless, their use 
of visual symbols drawing liberally on the militaristic culture of 
the Third Reich highlights that, for some, the car’s ideological 
roots hold a disturbing aesthetic attraction. 23 

Of course, the vast majority of Beetle lovers are thoroughly 
repelled by the Third Reich. Most owners view the first VW as a 
lovable car that generates affection almost everywhere it makes 
an appearance. Decades after sales ended in Germany, Britain, 
and the United States, the car continues to command profound 
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sympathy among the Western European and North American 
public. “My Beetle conjures a smile onto people’s faces,” a female 
German driver stated in 2011. “People notice them,” a young 
British owner corroborated. In numerous anecdotes, owners re¬ 
count how the car’s charm extends far beyond their own circles. 
A man who pursued his restoration project of a twenty-five- 
year-old Beetle outdoors because he lacked a sizable garage 
found the friendly attention he received from passers-by too 
distracting at times: “I really could not bear it anymore.” His 
father, he recalled, contradicted him: “But isn’t it nice? Far better 
than restoring a car that nobody is interested in.” 24 

Indeed, personal recollections frequently rear their head when 
Germans encounter old Volkswagens. More than thirty years 
after he had sex for the first time in a small cozy VW, a music 
journalist from Bremen claimed that whenever he saw a Beetle 
he was still overcome by “the strangely fascinating weakness in 
the groin” he had felt when his then girlfriend “put [him] through 
the paces.” Reflecting on the end of Beetle production in Puebla 
in 2003, a former museum director wrote that German collective 
memory contained “stacks of countless VW tales.” If one “loos¬ 
ened the tongues in a mass oral history project and opened Ger¬ 
mans’ photo albums,” he surmised, “a tidal wave of ‘remember 
whens’ would flood us.” For Germans socialized in the “old” 
Federal Republic before national reunification in 1989, the first 
Volkswagen retains enormous memorial significance. Recollec¬ 
tions of the “economic miracle” with its high growth rates and 
full employment, unsurprisingly, underpin the Beetle’s mnemonic 
appeal in a Federal Republic that has been plagued by recalcitrant 
labor market problems since the mid-seventies and the social 
costs of the reunification since the nineties. One German fan suc¬ 
cinctly stated that for many former West Germans, the vehicle 
evokes “memories of better days.” In Germany, personal memories 


308 


The People's Car 


and collective nostalgia for economic stability intersect in the 
old Beetle. 25 

While reverence for the first Volkswagen as an object of memory 
has proved particularly strong in Germany, personal recollec¬ 
tions of the car have circulated far beyond the Federal Republic’s 
borders. In the United States, where over five million Beetles had 
been sold, Volkswagen’s decision to remove the car from the 
showrooms in 1980 did not end the personal attachment drivers 
had for their cute and unconventional car. For over a decade after 
VW had stopped sales in the United States, the American market 
for used Beetles boomed, membership in Volkswagen clubs 
soared, and meets where owners paraded their bugs mushroomed, 
leading the Wall Street Journal to predict in 1992 that the “trend 
towards the Beetle” would last for generations. 26 

The Beetle’s mystique remained so potent in the United States 
that Volkswagen was in a position to launch a remarkable come¬ 
back by introducing a retro vehicle branded as the “New Beetle” 
in the late 1990s. This car’s crucial role in reenergizing VW’s 
American operations almost two decades after the German 
automaker had stopped selling the Bug not only demonstrates 
poignantly how individual and collective memories prolong a 
commodity’s life span; it also highlights how Volkswagen suc¬ 
cessfully used its global operations to exploit the commercial 
opportunities afforded by historical memory. 

After Beetle sales came to an end in the late seventies, VW 
failed to find a replacement for its automotive star in the United 
States. While Volkswagen had a European hit with the Golf, the 
Rabbit—the American version of this car, produced beginning in 
1978 in a new factory in Westmoreland County, Pennsylvania— 
suffered from problems in quality, as well as a styling that driv¬ 
ers in the United States found unattractive. At the same time, 
Japanese manufacturers led by Toyota and Honda conquered 
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large parts of the American car market with highly dependable 
and moderately priced vehicles. As sales slipped throughout the 
eighties, VW’s reputation as a maker of reliable automobiles 
eroded in the United States. The American recession in the early 
1990s affected Volkswagen’s position severely, resulting in an¬ 
nual sales dropping below fifty thousand cars in 1993 and fuel¬ 
ing speculation about the company’s imminent retreat from the 
world’s most lucrative auto market. VW’s American weakness 
brought wider problems into sharp relief: the company posted a 
global operating deficit of approximately $1.2 billion that year. 27 

Volkswagen developed a multifaceted remedy to these prob¬ 
lems. The imposition of stringent new quality controls went 
hand in hand with a tough cost-cutting program and attempts to 
coordinate an expanding, increasingly global network of pro¬ 
duction sites more effectively. Apart from enhancing information 
flows and lending a stronger voice to regional managers, VW 
pushed up productivity through internal bidding for production 
contracts between manufacturing centers across the world. More¬ 
over, the headquarters in Wolfsburg adopted a new strategy of 
product development that responded more sensitively than before 
to the specifics of different national markets across the world. 
While organizing its manufacturing activities around a limited 
number of chassis “platforms” to control costs, VW expanded 
its product range, increasingly targeting customers with models 
designed especially for certain regional markets. In the nineties, 
Volkswagen morphed from a highly centralized multinational 
with a rigid global hierarchy between production centers into a 
transnational company in which the German headquarters re¬ 
tained firm control but whose product range and manufacturing 
operations took into account far more flexibly global demand 
and initiatives. Appointed in 1993 after a successful career at 
sister company Audi, Ferdinand Piech shaped much of VW’s 
new global strategy during his tenure as CEO. 28 
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With regard to the United States, VW initiated a profoundly 
unorthodox corporate maneuver that proved resoundingly suc¬ 
cessful. In an industry fixated on innovation, the car maker 
played the card of historical tradition and decided to resuscitate 
and repackage its best-known product. Indeed, the impulse to 
develop a new Beetle came from the United States, not Germany. 
At the height of the crisis of the early nineties, James Mays and 
Freeman Thomas, two designers at VW’s studio in Southern 
California, put forward the idea of reviving Volkswagen’s first 
model. They pointed out that American consumers associated 
the company with that car more than anything else. “We con¬ 
cluded that when the name Volkswagen comes up, all people 
could talk about was the Beetle,” James Mays recalled, adding, 
“They loved what it stood for.” Codenamed “Concept 1,” the 
project met with considerable skepticism at the German head¬ 
quarters. According to Freeman Thomas, the designers “had to 
counteract many things in the German attitude to cars and his¬ 
tory.” Managers in Wolfsburg viewed the Beetle as a symbol of 
the Federal Republic’s “economic miracle,” a commodity hailing 
from a period quickly receding into history in light of Germany’s 
recent unification. VW’s German executives saw little need to 
bring back a car based on the Beetle when its successor, the Golf, 
was gradually turning into an automotive classic in its own 
right, enjoying persistently strong sales in Germany and Western 
Europe. 29 

As a result, Mays and Thomas initially pursued Concept 1 in 
secrecy before the head of VW’s Californian design studio suc¬ 
ceeded in securing tentative support from VW’s new CEO, 
who was deeply concerned about VW’s American position. A 
combative power broker, Ferdinand Piech had absolutely no de¬ 
sire to enter the company’s annals as the executive on whose 
watch Germany’s leading car manufacturer had retreated from 
the United States. Fie was most certainly drawn to the project 


for family reasons. Born in 1937, Piech was Ferdinand Porsche’s 
grandchild and owed his Christian name to anything but a 
historical accident. The New Beetle thus provided Piech with 
a unique opportunity to follow in his ancestor’s illustrious 
footsteps. 30 

To test the waters and provide a boost to Concept 1 within the 
company, the American management decided to show an early 
prototype at the Detroit Auto Show in January 1994. With its 
curved body composed of “three cylindrical shapes, two where 
the wheels are positioned and one forming the body,” Concept 1 
emphatically invoked the original’s characteristic appearance. As 
Road and Track noted, VW was in the process of bringing back 
“a familiar shape that people could trust.” Concept 1 became a 
sensation that turned Volkswagen’s stand into one of the show’s 
main attractions. While VW enthusiasts gushed that “many 
Beetle fans” who laid eyes on Concept 1 “thought they had died 
and gone to heaven,” seasoned auto journalists found it equally 
hard to resist the spell of VW’s experimental model. An informal 
poll conducted by the Chicago Tribune asking whether Volks¬ 
wagen should revive the Beetle triggered an avalanche of affir¬ 
mative answers and prompted the paper’s automotive reporter 
to pen an open letter to Piech, who holds a PhD in engineering: 
“What are you waiting for, Doc? Bring back the Beetle, and 
hurry.” In November 1994, the headquarters eventually gave the 
green light, clearing funds to develop a car that drew its inspira¬ 
tion from the first VW and targeted American drivers. 31 

The following year, Volkswagen ran an internal competition 
to determine the site that would manufacture the new vehicle. 
After vigorous lobbying and collecting more than one million 
Mexican signatures in favor of the project, Puebla secured the 
contract and became the first location to produce a new model 
exclusively outside of Germany. Throughout 1996 and 1997, 
Mexican staff played a major role in turning the initial design 
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idea from California into a functioning automobile. While Ger¬ 
man executives retained overall control, the thirty-strong devel¬ 
opment team overseeing the project in Wolfsburg featured ten 
technicians and engineers from Puebla. Their brief extended be¬ 
yond acting as liaison between VW headquarters and the pro¬ 
duction site. In addition to offering technical advice, the Mexi¬ 
can employees were in a position to issue recommendations on 
design questions such as the use of interior space. “The engineers 
in Wolfsburg had no knowledge of these things because they 
were used to building angular cars. We had the experience with 
a rounded interior because we were still manufacturing the 
vochito in Puebla, so many things that were strange for our 
German colleagues were completely normal for us,” a technician 
from Puebla recalled of his two-year posting in Wolfsburg. En¬ 
compassing American product designers alongside German and 
Mexican engineers, the team that transformed Concept 1 into 
reality lent the car a decidedly international pedigree. 32 

The New Beetle’s market launch in March 1998 was a care¬ 
fully stage-managed affair. Two months before the car reached 
America’s showrooms, VW returned to the Detroit Auto Show 
to unveil its creation. According to a longtime VW driver who 
managed to sneak into the event, the fifteen-thousand-square- 
foot arena prepared by Volkswagen’s marketing team was 
“packed with” hundreds of “jaded auto journalists” at 9 am who 
were busily sharing “fond memories of old Beetles.” After several 
speeches by Ferdinand Piech and other executives, the curtain 
rose and the assembled representatives of the automotive press 
turned into a “cheering crowd,” clamorously greeting seven New 
Beetles in shades of yellow, red, blue, green, and silver that rolled 
onto the stage amid flashing lights and catchy music. “It was a 
lot to take in,” the eyewitness wrote, not least since the journal¬ 
ists immediately stormed the podium for a closer look. 33 
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When the car eventually reached dealerships, American con¬ 
sumers responded with the rampant enthusiasm that had already 
gripped the press in Detroit. Having taken the car for a spin, 
drivers agreed that the “New Beetle is the complete mechanical 
opposite of the original.” With its water-cooled, 122-horsepower 
front engine, vigorous acceleration, air-conditioned interior, and 
numerous optional extras ranging from heated seats to high- 
quality stereo systems, the New Beetle sat on a modified Golf 
chassis and contrasted strongly with the original’s technological 
simplicity and low power. And with its four airbags, average 
gas mileage, and price starting at $16,000, the revival car did 
not call to mind the modest purchase cost and fuel economy 
that had recommended the first VW to millions of American 
drivers. 34 

In mechanical and economic terms, the New Beetle differed 
fundamentally from its predecessor, yet its rounded exterior 
shape offered the historical quotation that aligned the newcomer 
aesthetically with the classic. While it looked squatter and fea¬ 
tured a less steeply angled windshield in order to reduce air re¬ 
sistance, its rotund hood section, curved roof, and rounded 
trunk recalled the original’s shape. The public greeted the new 
arrival with an affection reminiscent of the warmth that had 
characterized the reception of the original in the fifties. “Smiles. 
They’re on the faces of everyone who sees Volkswagen’s New 
Beetle,” reported an auto journalist when he returned from a test 
drive. “It looks like a Beetle,” he explained while a colleague di¬ 
agnosed the car with “terminal cuteness.” Demand was so strong 
that customers agreed to wait several months as VW struggled 
to raise its annual deliveries to the American market from fifty- 
six thousand to eighty-three thousand during the first two years 
after the New Beetle’s introduction. The hype surrounding the 
revival car also alerted customers to other VW products as the 
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A New Beetle and an older model parked in harmony in Mexico City in 
2008. While their profiles are remarkable similar, the New Beetle features a 
less steeply angled windshield to reduce air resistance, in keeping with its 
sporty driving credentials. Photograph by the author. 


company’s overall American sales rose from 133,415 in 1997 to 
347,710 in 2000. 35 

While VW claimed that the New Beetle crossed “demographic 
boundaries” and developed an exceptionally broad appeal, two 
groups welcomed the car with particular enthusiasm. Dealers 
reported that many previous owners of the original found their 
way into VW showrooms, where they circled the new arrival to 
the American auto scene and reminisced about their youth, ex¬ 
changing stories from their high school and college days. As one 
observer explained: “Everyone has a Beetle story. That’s because 
people didn’t just own Volkswagens. They had relationships 
with them.” In late March 1998, a manager stated that “about 
half of our buyers placing orders are older buyers.” As the com- 
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pany recouped customers it had previously lost, journalists 
marveled at how expertly VW rode “the old Bug’s huge nostalgia 
wave.” 36 

Sales, however, were not exclusively motivated by personal 
wistfulness. Volkswagen also noted that the New Beetle attracted 
a sizable contingent of affluent drivers younger than thirty. As 
marketing studies before the car’s launch had revealed, appeal¬ 
ing to this cohort proved crucial to the company’s American re¬ 
vival, because potential VW customers overwhelmingly expected 
“young” and “cool” products from Volkswagen. Parental lore 
about the original Bug predisposed some youthful drivers to¬ 
ward Volkswagen’s newest product. Moreover, well-off urban 
consumers in their twenties embraced the New Beetle as one of 
the “retro” objects that have played prominent roles in distinc¬ 
tive generational aesthetics since the 1970s by selectively appro¬ 
priating and adapting recent yet recognizably historical styles. 
As a “Janus-faced” commodity “lookjing] both backwards and 
forwards in time,” the new Volkswagen perfectly encapsulated 
what has been termed “retro-chic,” a style that freely imports 
aesthetic aspects from the past into the present while remaining 
largely untouched by the bittersweet sense of historical loss that 
lends nostalgia its serious note. Hiding state-of-the-art automo¬ 
tive equipment underneath its historical silhouette, the New Bee¬ 
tle epitomized retro-chic. 37 

Beyond personal memory and a desire for retro, a powerful 
sense of nostalgia for the sixties suffused the New Beetlemania 
of the late nineties. The New York Times invited readers to 
“think back thirty years to a different time when Volkswagen 
Beetles in every hue took long-haired young men and women in 
jeans and sandals all over the world. It was a time when lighters 
weren’t just for cigarettes and when a generation of drivers were 
more worried about war than highway accidents.” Similar selec¬ 
tive assessments of the sixties, which made light of the decade’s 
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racial tensions and political conflicts while idealizing the coun¬ 
terculture’s individualistic and hedonistic dimensions, shimmered 
through more than one explanation of the retro car’s appeal. 
Unlike in the sixties, the culture of the late nineties was “increas¬ 
ingly homogeneous” and valued “emulation ... more than origi¬ 
nality,” one Beetle fan opined in a highly conventional critique of 
his historical present. In this climate, the Volkswagen continued 
to function as a marker of “one’s freedom to be different, uncon¬ 
ventional,” he asserted. 38 

VW’s public relations experts channeled consumer interest 
toward the original’s historical image along these lines. Humor 
was used just as prominently as in the sixties, but this time there 
was no focus on quality and economy. Rather it was the Beetle’s 
hippie heritage that played a particularly strong role in these 
initiatives. At times, ads alluded to Eastern spiritualism to draw 
on the original’s countercultural credentials: “If you were really 
good in a past life, you come back as something better,” ran one 
tagline that introduced the New Beetle as an automotive rein¬ 
carnation. Other slogans, however, undercut rather than rein¬ 
forced countercultural motifs. “Less Flower—More Power,” 
another ad announced, drawing the car-buying public’s atten¬ 
tion toward the New Beetle’s engine and away from the small 
vase that designers had incorporated into the retro vehicle to al¬ 
lude to Beetle drivers’ penchant for floral ornaments. The best- 
known ad jokingly ironicized the original’s association with 
post-materialism, assuring drivers that “if you sold your soul in 
the 80s, here’s your chance to buy it back.” Volkswagen cast the 
New Beetle as a car for the post-yuppie era and simultaneously 
caricatured earlier high-minded critiques of consumer culture. 39 

Beneath the ironic and humorous tone accompanying the car’s 
return lurked fundamental differences in the features that marked 
the old and New Beetle as cute and unconventional automobiles. 
In the fifties and sixties, a succession of suburbanites, critical 
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This ad for the New Beetle ironically plays on yuppie guilt and draws on 
VW's long-standing reputation for humorous marketing. Courtesy of Volkswagen 
Aktiengesellschaft. 


consumers, would-be auto racers, young hedonists, and mem¬ 
bers of the counterculture played crucial roles in shaping and 
rejuvenating the original Beetle’s eccentric reputation in a mar¬ 
ket dominated by much larger, ostentatious automobiles. At the 
time, Volkswagen’s prime achievement consisted in adapting the 
car’s technical properties to ensure its long-term attractiveness 
for a heterogeneous group of consumers in search of a cheap, 
dependable, and purportedly honest vehicle with an unconven¬ 
tional reputation. Since that reputation was directly related to 
the car’s technical properties, Doyle Dane Bernbach’s fabled ad 
campaign adopted a supporting role in the sixties, sharpening 
the contours of an iconography that the company never suc¬ 
ceeded in controlling fully. In 1998, Volkswagen exerted strict 
corporate discipline over the vehicle’s image through a tightly 
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managed public relations campaign. This shift not only illus¬ 
trates the professionalization of marketing since the fifties; it 
also reflects a necessity arising from the revival car’s technical 
features. Since the New Beetle’s curved body concealed typical 
automotive technology, it stood out in terms of its shape and 
historical reputation, but not its engineering. Put differently, the 
retro car’s distinctiveness was tied far less intimately to its mate¬ 
rial properties than had been the case with its predecessor. 

Combining a historic shape with up-to-date engineering and 
creature comforts, Volkswagen’s latest car product struck Busi¬ 
ness Week as a “postmodern, new Beetle” that harked “back to 
the future.” The new VW responded to shifts in American con¬ 
sumer society that mirrored the biographical trajectory of many 
of its drivers. “It is really an indication of how the boomers have 
changed,” explained a CEO, who had bought her first Beetle in 
1969, to the New York Times when she beheld the reincarnation 
in 1998. While allegedly less interested in consumerism during 
the late sixties and early seventies, “now the boomers are leading 
a charge that started in the 80’s—we continue to be materialistic 
and we continue to want things,” another interviewee added. As 
it took up important consumer trends in America, the New Beetle 
simultaneously invoked the recent past through its distinctive sil¬ 
houette as well as parts of its interior. One journalist was struck 
by the “bud vase for a daisy plucked straight from the 1960s” that 
sat “right next to ... a high-tech multi-speaker stereo.” With its 
back wheels in the sixties and its front wheels pointing to the 
future, the New Beetle was an updated piece of history tailored 
to late-nineties American society. Given its intentionally ambigu¬ 
ous historical properties, it was ideally situated to articulate and 
ironically ridicule “yuppie guilt,” as one observer remarked. As 
such, it exhibited the very “incredulity toward metanarratives” 
that Jean-Fran^ois Lyotard singled out as one of postmodern¬ 
ism’s defining hallmarks. 40 
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A New Beetle in its postmodern habitat in Johnson City, Tennessee, in 2006. 

Photograph by the author. 


As the New Beetle’s launch frequently revolved around selec¬ 
tive, at times ironic references to the sixties, the American media 
anchored the retro vehicle in the nation’s recent past. Numerous 
reports cast the New Beetle as an American car rather than a 
foreign automobile that encountered American success. As a 
matter of fact, several observers ventured to state that Volks¬ 
wagen had brought back nothing less than an “American icon.” 
The original Beetle’s long-standing presence in the country, the 
new car’s wistful reception by American consumers, nostalgia 
for the sixties, and VW’s promotional strategy in the United 
States partly account for the New Beetle’s status as a quintessen¬ 
tial American cultural symbol. Thoroughly naturalized and do¬ 
mesticated by the turn of the twenty-first century through pro¬ 
tracted processes of cultural appropriation, the New Beetle 
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found its place within the American commodity landscape with 
the ease of many a second-generation descendant of immigrants. 41 

The New Beetle’s inclusion within the pantheon of American 
commodities was furthered by the silence with which most me¬ 
dia treated the vehicle’s transnational historical background and 
origins in National Socialism. More than fifty years after the end 
of World War II, a considerable number of Americans had moved 
beyond viewing twentieth-century Germany as well as its com¬ 
panies and their products primarily through a Nazi prism. To be 
sure, the late nineties witnessed a series of vociferous and effec¬ 
tive legal initiatives under the aegis of the Jewish Conference on 
Material Claims to press for compensation for the forced laborers 
whom German businesses had exploited during World War II. 
In the summer of 1998, Volkswagen counted among the German 
companies named in a series of class-action suits that sought 
payments for erstwhile forced laborers through courts in the 
United States. 42 

Yet these interventions did not adversely affect the retro vehi¬ 
cle. Volkswagen, which had initially adopted a hard-line stance 
opposing compensation claims, ultimately diffused the issue by 
signaling its willingness to contribute funds toward a foundation 
for forced laborers that American and German negotiators be¬ 
gan to discuss in 19 9 8. 43 Moreover, the Beetle’s long-standing 
presence in the United States insulated its successor from nega¬ 
tive associations with its National Socialist origins. In fact, even 
those who were sensitive to the crimes of the Third Reich found 
ways of detaching the New Beetle from the Nazi past. Half a 
year after the New Beetle’s launch, a half-Jewish columnist for 
the New York Times, who had repeatedly criticized friends and 
acquaintances driving German automobiles, recounted how he 
overcame his deep-seated resentment about VW and acquired 
one of the retro cars because he found it “thoroughly captivat¬ 
ing.” When he told his mother-in-law—a “conservative Jew”—of 
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his purchase, she replied: “Congratulations darling. Maybe the 
war is finally over.” One reader of his column considered the 
whole issue far-fetched: “No one would hope that the atrocities 
of the 1940s be forgotten. At the same time, it becomes increas¬ 
ingly tiresome when people . .. continue to obsess on historic 
injustices from five decades ago.” 44 

The majority of American observers not only neglected the 
original’s German origins but also marginalized the New Beetle’s 
transnational background. Based on a design idea generated in 
Southern California, developed by an international engineering 
team in Wolfsburg, and manufactured by Mexican workers, the 
New Beetle possessed a quintessentially global pedigree. Unlike 
the original Beetle, which began as a commodity for the domes¬ 
tic market made in Germany, the postmodern Beetle was initially 
conceived as an export item for the United States. That the man¬ 
agement in Wolfsburg decided to make this car exclusively in 
Puebla was not just a reflection of Mexico’s geographical prox¬ 
imity to the New Beetle’s main market but also highlighted VW’s 
ongoing efforts to globalize its manufacturing operations. 
Crucially, Puebla recommended itself as a comparatively low- 
wage production site, especially after the management’s effective 
crackdown on local trade unions in the early nineties. Although 
full-time VW workers in Puebla received solid wages by Mexi¬ 
can standards, they nonetheless enjoyed far less effective union 
representation as well as considerably lower remuneration than 
their German colleagues in the late nineties. Bearing the imprint 
of global capitalism’s social and economic inequities, the New 
Beetle’s instant anointment as an American icon depended to a 
considerable extent on a media silence that kept the car’s global 
dimensions conveniently out of sight. 

VW’s decision to launch the retro car in the United States 
rather than in Germany bolstered the New Beetle’s status as an 
American automotive star because it allowed observers to focus 
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exclusively on its American dimensions. Indeed, VW introduced 
the car in Germany only a full eight months after it had hit show¬ 
rooms in the United States. The New Beetle partially reversed a 
global commodity flow that had started in Germany decades 
earlier, effectively reimporting an updated version of an erst¬ 
while export classic into the Federal Republic. While this move 
further mirrored Volkswagen’s internal reorganization into a 
transnational company throughout the nineties, it demonstrates 
the car maker’s role in stoking the increasingly intensive interna¬ 
tional commodity exchanges that characterized late twentieth- 
century globalization. 

When the retro vehicle eventually reached Germany, it did not 
create the same stir that propelled it to instant fame across the 
Atlantic. Although the German public had eagerly awaited the 
New Beetle’s launch, sales figures in the Federal Republic did not 
even remotely approach the heights that stemmed from New 
Beetlemania in the United States. In its home country, VW did 
not need to stage a comeback, since the corporation enjoyed lav¬ 
ish sales with models such as the Golf. Characteristically, the 
automotive correspondent for a Berlin daily newspaper catego¬ 
rized the New Beetle as a largely inconsequential fun car: “No¬ 
body needs it, but the mass producer Volkswagen lacked it.” This 
assessment cast the new arrival as a somewhat frivolous comple¬ 
ment, taking its place among a product range that had under¬ 
pinned VW’s domestic reputation as a purveyor of eminently 
reasonable automobiles. Moreover, the German setting proved 
far less conducive to playful, ironic, and humorous marketing 
that bolstered VW’s success in the United States. In a Germany 
plagued by high unemployment as a result of structural eco¬ 
nomic change as well as the socioeconomic fallout of recent politi¬ 
cal reunification, the old Beetle evoked an “economic miracle” 
that the citizens of the Federal Republic undoubtedly regarded 
with nostalgia but could not treat as a laughing matter. When 
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linked with its automotive ancestor, the New Beetle certainly 
did not point “back to the future” in Germany in 1998. As a re¬ 
sult, observers did not attempt to argue that VW had managed 
to bring back a German icon. That the New Beetle triggers en¬ 
thusiasm about the original as an American icon but fails to 
prompt similar feelings in Germany provides a final reminder of 
its status as a global commodity, which, by the turn of the mil¬ 
lennium, had developed resolutely plural and nationally specific 
histories. 45 

Decades after having been withdrawn from the market, the VW 
Beetle has retained a multifarious presence in Western Europe 
and North America. As a comparatively inexpensive classic car, 
the old Beetle stands at the center of a socially diverse, loosely 
knit, international scene of fans who cherish it either as a plat¬ 
form for fanciful automotive creations or as an antiquarian ob¬ 
ject worthy of faithful historical preservation. Frequently valu¬ 
ing their Beetle as a hobby that takes them beyond everyday 
cares and obligations, owners regard their small, rounded, air¬ 
cooled Volkswagens as badges of individuality that lend them 
distinctiveness within automotive cultures dominated by larger, 
angular cars with water-cooled engines. In countries like Ger¬ 
many where the old Beetle once enjoyed sustained commercial 
success, the vehicle also functions as a highly valued source of 
nostalgia. 

In the United States, the car’s endearing shape and mnemonic 
salience allowed Volkswagen to stake a corporate comeback on 
the launch of the New Beetle in the late 1990s. The retro vehi¬ 
cle offered a potent demonstration of the commercial opportu¬ 
nities that lie dormant in unconventionality and nostalgia. By 
bringing out a vehicle whose silhouette recalled the original’s 
iconic shape, VW tapped markets among young affluent drivers 
drawn toward retro objects, as well as among the baby boomers 


324 


The People's Car 


harboring nostalgia for the sixties. Whatever the New Beetle’s 
conventional technical characteristics, American auto fans rec¬ 
ognized it as the postmodern reincarnation of the classic. Some 
commentators went so far as to congratulate VW for having re¬ 
vived an American icon, a reading that disregarded the original’s 
historical roots and the newcomer’s international design and pro¬ 
duction history. While the old Beetle provides enthusiasts with a 
history-laden car that allows them to step outside prosaic con¬ 
cerns, the New Beetle is a contemporary vehicle steeped in his¬ 
tory that owners integrate into their everyday lives. Both original 
and New Beetle show how firmly the unique Bug first designed 
by Ferdinand Porsche has lodged itself within personal and col¬ 
lective memory at home and abroad. With the original model still 
in production at the same Mexican factory that began to produce 
the retro version for the American market in 1998, the Volks¬ 
wagen Beetle had evolved into a thoroughly global commodity 
despite its deep roots in German twentieth-century history. 


Epilogue 

The Volkswagen Beetle as a Global Icon 


“Germany has become unfaithful to itself. For a long time, we 
have neglected the recipe of success that brought the Federal 
Republic optimism and affluence, stability and prestige after the 
war. Those were the times when no one yet spoke of globaliza¬ 
tion, but the Beetle ran all over the world—and ran and ran and 
ran. At that time, the Federal Republic was characterized by an 
order that encouraged achievement and social progress.” With 
these words President Horst Kohler opened a high-profile speech 
that intervened in a contentious debate about welfare reform in 
Germany in 2005. As a former head of the International Mone¬ 
tary Fund, Kohler unsurprisingly sided with those advocating 
social cuts to remedy stubbornly high unemployment. In doing 
so, he called upon the small car as an inspiration to build a better 
future for (re)unified Germany on the virtuous foundations of 
the past. Invoking the Beetle in the midst of heated exchanges on 
how to recapture growth and restore the country to what it had 
supposedly once been amounted to a profoundly conventional 
move. As he insinuated that German workers and employees 
should be prepared to adopt the tough, reliable, and undemand¬ 
ing Beetle as a social role model, Kohler did what thousands had 


326 


The People's Car 


done before him: he held up the first Volkswagen as an icon of 
the Federal Republic. 1 

Kohler’s speech provides only one of many illustrations that 
the Volkswagen Beetle exhibited no sign of diminishing reso¬ 
nance after the turn of the millennium. Although production of 
the model based on Ferdinand Porsche’s design ceased in 2003, 
both an international collectors’ scene and the New Beetle testi¬ 
fied to the continuing appeal of a vehicle that has come to rank 
highly among the world’s classic cars. In a global commodity 
culture replete with goods circulating beyond national boundar¬ 
ies, the first VW has achieved a rare feat over the second half of 
the twentieth century. In addition to securing a degree of inter¬ 
national visibility and recognition arguably on a par with Coca- 
Cola and McDonald’s, the Volkswagen Beetle has been adopted 
as a national icon in countries as diverse as Germany, the United 
States, and Mexico. 

The first Volkswagen owes its status as an icon with multiple 
nationalities to far more than superior technology and manufac¬ 
turing routines. To be sure, its material properties provided an 
important element of the Beetle’s global progress, but this car 
also had the capacity to embody and articulate a bewildering 
range of ideas during its long commodity life. Tracing the Beetle’s 
history uncovers how, irrespective of false starts, crises, and un¬ 
expected twists, a broad range of actors within Germany and 
beyond have lent this automobile prominence in an increasingly 
globalized culture of goods after 1945. In this process, the car’s 
unique rounded silhouette, which remained largely unchanged 
over the decades, became one of the world’s best-known shapes. 
Drivers and owners played particularly important roles in pro¬ 
pelling the car to stardom, for they not only regarded it as a con¬ 
venient mode of transport but often treated it as a personal trea¬ 
sure. Its ability to become an intimate individual possession 
provided the indispensable foundation for the Beetle’s enduring 
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presence. Given its character as a multinational commodity super¬ 
charged with private and public significance, the first Volks¬ 
wagen highlights the complex dynamics that have fueled a global¬ 
izing commodity culture from the 1950s until today. 

In Germany, the first Volkswagen owes its outstanding rank to 
the dream of universal car ownership that was first cautiously 
aired during the Weimar Republic. The Nazi regime’s propa¬ 
ganda campaigns turned desire for an automobile into a promi¬ 
nent aspiration, ideologically incorporating mass motorization 
into its racist vision of a modern “people’s community.” Al¬ 
though the Third Reich never put the vehicle into production, it 
bequeathed a crucial legacy in the form of a technically sophisti¬ 
cated prototype, Europe’s largest auto works, and echoes of re¬ 
peated proclamations that individual car ownership amounted 
to a realistic expectation. When the Volkswagen became a mass 
commodity after 1945, its proliferation eventually fulfilled a de¬ 
sire that had long been frustrated, thereby retroactively lending 
legitimacy to the Third Reich’s motorization initiatives. As it in¬ 
extricably intermeshed the recent past with the postwar histori¬ 
cal present, the Beetle provides a potent example of how Na¬ 
tional Socialism shaped twentieth-century Germany far beyond 
the crimes and military disasters that remain the regime’s stark¬ 
est hallmarks. In this light, the VW draws attention to prominent 
cultural and economic continuities that overarched deep politi¬ 
cal ruptures from the Weimar Republic to the Federal Republic. 

At the same time, the Beetle underlines the yawning chasms in 
twentieth-century German history. While the factory’s commercial 
success highlighted West Germany’s transformation into a car- 
producing country during the fifties and sixties, the vehicle made 
in Wolfsburg embodied several aspects of the country’s new order. 
By delivering on what had remained an empty promise before 
1945, the Volkswagen’s proliferation offered contemporaries 
proof of the Federal Republic’s superiority over the Third Reich. 
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By enhancing individual mobility on an unprecedented scale, the 
car helped substantiate the ubiquitous Cold War rhetoric of free¬ 
dom that the West German public initially viewed with consider¬ 
able political skepticism. And through its intimate link with 
prosperity, the Beetle crystallized West Germany’s “economic 
miracle” and growing stability, heralding the advent of a new 
affluent era supposedly based on an ethos of achievement, hard 
work, cooperative industrial relations, full employment, and, 
crucially, high wages. While the VW’s rapid proliferation and the 
joys of car ownership underlined West Germany’s consolidation 
into an affluent society, its modest appearance as well as techni¬ 
cal dependability reassured contemporaries that the attractive 
postwar order rested on solid foundations. Simultaneously por¬ 
traying the postwar settlement as both thoroughly exceptional 
yet altogether normal, the Volkswagen Beetle drove forward a 
West German success story that has repeatedly given rise to nos¬ 
talgic longings ever since the “economic miracle” ended in the 
seventies. While these yearnings underline the car’s continuing 
personal appeal, they also signal an awareness that the excep¬ 
tional conditions of capitalism’s “golden age” are unlikely to re¬ 
turn in the foreseeable future—occasional erstwhile presidential 
exhortations like Kohler’s notwithstanding. 

Although German commentators have overwhelmingly cast 
the Volkswagen as a tale of self-made success, it became the Fed¬ 
eral Republic’s foremost national icon only because it bore an 
international imprint from the outset. Beyond the fact that Fer¬ 
dinand Porsche—like Flitler—was a native Austrian who pur¬ 
sued his ambitions in Germany, his prototype borrowed heavily 
from Czech designs and ideas published in the French motoring 
press. The huge production site at Wolfsburg could never have 
been built without Italian construction workers in the late thirties. 
During the war, forced laborers from all over occupied Europe 
toiled in its vast halls as the management preserved the Volks- 
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wagen corporation as an independent enterprise within the Ger¬ 
man war economy. After the war, it was the British occupational 
authorities who put the prototype into production. Italian labor¬ 
ers returned to Wolfsburg in the early sixties, this time as so-called 
“guest workers.” In addition to European impulses, stimuli from 
the United States provided crucial momentum to the Volks¬ 
wagen after Henry Ford pioneered not only a “universal car” but 
also the cost-effective mode of production that bore his name. 
Having caught Hitler’s eye for his anti-Semitic leanings early on, 
the American tycoon offered Porsche organizational advice on 
large-scale automobile production in the thirties. America also 
influenced Heinrich Nordhoff, who drew on a novel managerial 
model first developed at General Motors in postwar Detroit and 
shaped VW into a corporation renowned for its collaborative 
industrial relations and high-wage policies. As such, the Volks¬ 
wagen Beetle ranks as a national icon whose decidedly interna¬ 
tional pedigree extends from its technical features to production 
procedures to its workforce at the plant in Wolfsburg. 

Beyond giving rise to production sites in Brazil, Mexico, Aus¬ 
tralia, and South Africa, Nordhoff’s early decision to position 
Volkswagen as an international player laid the foundations for 
the Beetle’s global success. While the vehicle owed its interna¬ 
tional appeal to the same material properties that attracted West 
German drivers, foreign owners often beheld a different car 
when they laid eyes on a Beetle. As is frequently the case, trans¬ 
ferring a commodity into new cultural environments endowed it 
with meanings it did not possess at home. In the Beetle’s case, the 
effects of transfers were particularly dramatic because they lent 
the car altogether new national identities. In finding an enthusi¬ 
astic customer base in many countries, VW made an atypical 
contribution to the Federal Republic’s “export miracle.” Unlike 
most West German companies, the corporation from Wolfsburg 
secured only limited European market shares in the fifties and 
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sixties because of high import duties on cars, as well as popular 
memory that associated the Beetle with its Third Reich origins. 
This was particularly true in European countries with strong 
domestic auto industries such as Great Britain, where a signifi¬ 
cant portion of the public ostracized the Volkswagen as an 
unwelcome competitor. 

Against Nordhoff’s initial expectations, the United States be¬ 
came the Volkswagen’s most important sales territory, where the 
little German car secured a sizable market niche owing to its high 
quality, low price, and moderate maintenance costs. The car’s 
Nazi heritage presented few obstacles in 1950s America, as West 
Germany came to be seen much more as an important Cold War 
ally than a former enemy. Nor did the American auto industry 
regard the VW as a serious competitor, since it targeted a market 
segment in which Detroit displayed little interest. Despite being 
regarded as a niche product, the Beetle quickly secured a high 
profile as a cute and unconventional product on the margins of 
America’s consumer landscape. In an automotive culture domi¬ 
nated by far larger, more ornate, and more expensive cars, the 
Beetle attracted numerous female drivers from suburban back¬ 
grounds in search of a second family car. At the same time, the 
German export allowed disgruntled white middle-class consum¬ 
ers to register their discontent with Detroit. Its unchanging ap¬ 
pearance, humorous advertising, suitability to technical modifi¬ 
cations, and resourceful owners and drivers consolidated the 
car’s reputation as an individualistic product that elicited pro¬ 
found affection, from countercultural circles to the world of 
commercial entertainment. In the sixties, the VW moved from a 
position as a highly visible yet culturally marginal foreign com¬ 
modity into the American cultural mainstream. The love of the 
Beetle survived the car’s withdrawal from the American market in 
the late seventies, renewing itself in the rapturous reception ac¬ 
corded to the New Beetle two decades later. A completely different 
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vehicle in technical terms, the New Beetle sported the original’s 
familiar shape. By the late nineties, the deeply nostalgic enthusi¬ 
asm triggered by memories of the “Bug” led several observers in 
the United States to declare the Beetle an American icon. Similar 
to countless descendants of immigrants, the Beetle became fully 
American in the second generation. 

In the meantime, Mexicans had also incorporated the vehicle 
into their national culture. The decision to build a comprehen¬ 
sive production facility in Puebla paved the way for subsequent 
portrayals of the vocbito as a product of Mexican quality labor 
and Volkswagen as a company with firm economic roots in the 
country. Its presence over decades and its wide social prolifera¬ 
tion turned the Volkswagen into a permanent feature of the 
Mexican landscape, where it has come to function as an impor¬ 
tant site of private memory. With its comparatively uncompli¬ 
cated, sturdy technology, the car struck numerous Mexicans as 
eminently suited to the demanding conditions on the country’s 
roads—a dependable vehicle with characteristics reminiscent of 
a tough Mexican ready to confront the challenges of everyday 
life in a nation characterized by recurring economic instability. 
In the absence of a popular, affordable automobile not only 
made but also initially designed in the country, the vocbito filled 
a cultural vacuum and was gradually adopted as a national icon 
because of its success in navigating the vagaries of Mexican every¬ 
day life. 

In the Federal Republic, the Beetle’s international profile en¬ 
hanced a deeply flattering self-image of West Germany’s place in 
the wider world. West German commentators read the vehicle’s 
commercial success in the United States as evidence that their 
young country was moving beyond a pariah status in international 
affairs. While steering clear of triumphalism and emphasizing 
the VW’s marginal market position in the United States, West 
German coverage tended to underplay the fact that commercial 


332 


The People's Car 


expansion turned Volkswagen into a powerful corporate player 
in other parts of the world. Only trade-union friendly, left¬ 
leaning publications covered the confrontational tactics VW ad¬ 
opted vis-a-vis its Mexican workforce when the company accel¬ 
erated its organizational transformation into a transnational car 
producer in the late eighties and early nineties. Beyond helping 
VW preserve its reputation as an exemplary employer at home, 
silence about heavy-handed practices in Puebla underpinned de¬ 
pictions of the Federal Republic as a country whose corpora¬ 
tions did not exacerbate the inequities that are deeply etched 
into globalization. Small, peaceful, cute, likable—these ant¬ 
onyms of the country’s previous international reputation pro¬ 
vide the dominant motifs in self-portraits of Germany’s global 
role that the Beetle has conveyed. The Volkswagen ideally com¬ 
plemented a pronounced trend among West German politicians 
to conduct international affairs with demonstrative restraint in 
the hope of overcoming the country’s flawed global reputation. 

Volkswagen’s reluctance to strike overtly national poses dur¬ 
ing the Beetle’s worldwide run of commercial success played an 
important part in elevating the car into an icon with multiple 
nationalities. Many international customers were undoubtedly 
aware of the vehicle’s main production site, and their apprecia¬ 
tion contributed to the postwar rehabilitation of the label “made 
in Germany.” Nonetheless, the company was hesitant to cast its 
best seller as a typically German product, because promotional 
strategies along those lines risked dragging the car’s Nazi origins 
into public view. As its high quality marked the car as an uncon¬ 
ventional commodity in American contexts, VW refrained from 
branding its technical properties as explicitly “German.” In 
Mexico, relative silence about the vochito as a typically German 
car went hand in hand with playing up its manufacturing history 
in Puebla. Allowing the corporation to sidestep the Beetle’s earlier 
history, an international public relations strategy that deliberately 
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underplayed the prominent role of “the people’s car” in German 
history before 1945 loosened the vehicle’s link with its national 
background. As a result, the Volkswagen posed fewer obstacles 
to a thorough cultural assimilation abroad than export hits that 
flaunted their national origins. Compared with commodities like 
McDonald’s and Coca-Cola, whose global allure (as well as the 
occasional animosity they elicit) has hinged directly on their 
ability to evoke distinctively American lifestyles, the Beetle pro¬ 
jected its place of origin far less confidently on the international 
stage. In a deeply ironic twist, National Socialism’s ultranation¬ 
alist ideology indirectly contributed to the car’s subsequent as¬ 
cent to multinational icon in the long run. 2 

The Beetle’s international prominence serves as a potent re¬ 
minder of the numerous sources that have fed an ever-expanding 
international commodity culture since World War II. American 
consumer goods, practices, and styles have undoubtedly played 
particularly important roles in shaping this global consumer cul¬ 
ture since 1945, as the proliferation of rock ’n’ roll, jazz, Holly¬ 
wood movies, supermarkets, informal clothing items such as jeans, 
and countless other examples indicates. Nonetheless, a steady 
stream of artifacts and practices from Western Europe, ranging 
from French cuisine and cinematography to British pop music to 
Italian design, also internationalized the global commodity 
landscape—with a cumulative impact. In this context, the United 
States’ relative cultural openness during the Cold War sheds light 
not only on the transnational dimensions of American postwar 
culture but the cultural dynamics that underpinned America’s 
international alliances. For West German commentators in the 
fifties and sixties, the U.S. embrace of the Beetle proved psycho¬ 
logically important because they could read American enthusiasm 
for the vehicle as evidence of their new republic’s acceptance by 
the West’s leading power. At the same time, the Beetle gained 
prominence in a global economy that continued to exhibit deep 
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international inequality, as developments in Mexico demon¬ 
strated. To be sure, the employees of VW de Mexico fared better 
than many colleagues in other Mexican corporations, but they 
owed their advantage to determined trade unions rather than 
wealth-distribution mechanisms often alleged to be inherent in 
capitalism. The Beetle demonstrates how globalization promotes 
the proliferation of a colorful international commodity culture 
under the conditions of persistent worldwide inequality. 3 

The Beetle’s return as a postmodern retro vehicle in 1998 pro¬ 
vides the best illustration of the global contours that Volks¬ 
wagen’s best-known product had accrued over previous decades. 
Designed in California with the intention of reviving Volks¬ 
wagen of America, developed in Wolfsburg, and produced in 
Puebla by workers of comparatively low wages, the New Beetle 
was first launched in the United States eight months before being 
offered to German drivers. In a move that mirrored a new interna¬ 
tional division of labor within the corporation and partially re¬ 
versed the initial commodity flow from Europe across the Atlantic, 
Volkswagen effectively reimported an updated and foreign-made 
version of its classic to Germany. Sustained by cultural and eco¬ 
nomic links that the first Volkswagen had initially helped estab¬ 
lish between disparate regions, the retro vehicle embodied its 
manufacturer’s transformation into a transnational corporation 
and owed its existence directly to the original’s worldwide iconic 
allure. In terms of its commodity history, production record, and 
consumer appeal, the New Beetle epitomizes the international 
reach of the car initially designed by Ferdinand Porsche. 

Nonetheless, the first Volkswagen’s global properties display 
clear limits. Commercial success undoubtedly lent the original 
Beetle global prominence. Yet despite its ability to cross borders, 
the original Beetle remained firmly rooted in national frames. 
Rather than adopting a hybrid or fully fledged transnational 
identity, which would have rendered the ascription of a distinct 
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national identity impossible, the first VW developed into an icon 
with multiple nationalities. Globalization did not divest the car 
of national resonance. While the Beetle highlights how processes 
of reception have incorporated objects from elsewhere into new 
cultural landscapes, it simultaneously draws attention to the re¬ 
silience of national categories in the era of globalization since 
World War II. 

It is unclear how long the first Volkswagen is destined to retain 
its iconic shine. As the decision to end its production in 2003 indi¬ 
cates, the car eventually became obsolete after a production run of 
almost sixty years. By the turn of the millennium, the Beetle was 
set to turn into a purely historical artifact, a museum piece that 
lends itself to ironic, retro cultural, and nostalgic citation. All over 
the world, including the countries that still await mass motoriza¬ 
tion, customer demand has moved on. Nonetheless, the Beetle’s 
appeal persists. “Will we ever let the Beetle die?” a VW ad asked 
in the 1960s. Five decades and several relaunches of the New 
Beetle later, we now know that Wolfsburg’s answer has been no. 
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